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INLucE TuA
In Thy Light
Responsibility and the Church

W

E ALL HAVE RESPONSIBILITIES TO MEET.

To be charged with the care of others,
and to be in the care of others, encompasses much of what it means to be a human. We
are creatures of God that come into the world in
need. It was not good for us to be alone. Many of the
needs we experience throughout our lives can be
satisfied only through the presence of other human
beings, and when we recognize and respond to
these needs in others, then we are in the presence
of Christ.
Sometimes our responsibilities are clear. We
know our family obligations and professional obligations; we grasp what it means to make and keep a
promise to a friend, and we understand the idea of
patriotic duty. But sometimes, our obligations conflict with one another. At times, we are uncertain
what our obligations are. How much must I do to
meet my obligation? Exactly who does this obligation include? Am I really my brother's keeper?
We bear some responsibilities alone, but many
we share with others. People join groups that accept
responsibility for specific tasks: to clean up a roadside or to protect a place of natural beauty, to raise
money for a worthy project, to feed the hungry.
And Christians have responsibility as members
of the Church. We are obligated to each other as
members of the body of Christ, as well as to our
neighbors outside the church and to all of creation.
The essays in the Trinity 2013 issue of The
Cresset consider the Church and its responsibilities.
In ''A Church of Their Own:' Martha Greene Eads
offers a new interpretation of John Patrick Shanley's
Doubt, one of the most compelling recent works
to address the Catholic Church's failure to protect
children from sexual abuse. As terrible as this failure was, Eads argues that Shanley's drama points

to connections between this failure and another
within the Church, an ancient tradition of patriarchy in theology and practice that has justified the
oppression of women and protected the Church's
hierarchy from accountability. In making this connection, Eads finds that Shanley echoes the writings
of the English writer Virginia Woolf.
In "From Commodity to Community:' Gilson
A. C. Waldkoenig urges the Church to take seriously
its responsibility to creation, not only by engaging
in public advocacy for wilderness preservation, but
also by recognizing how the properties owned by
the Church are interconnected with the rest of creation and are thus part of the very ecosystems that
it wishes to preserve.
And in "The Development of Liturgical Artist
Ernst Schwidder:' Joel Nickel details the career
and presents examples of work by an artist who
captured the theology of the cross in the media
of wood and bronze. The work of Schwidder-a
former Valparaiso University art professor-is
found inside church buildings of many Christian
denominations across the United States. What is
the Church's responsibility in this case? It is to keep
and preserve the treasures entrusted to it. No comprehensive catalogue of Schwidder's work exists.
Many of his sculptures are probably enjoyed by
congregations who worship in their presence every
week even though these pieces remain unknown to
the wider Church. A group is forming that is committed to locating examples of Schwidder's art and
to make sure that they are not destroyed or lost as
churches are renovated. (If there is artwork by Ernst
Schwidder in your church, feel free to contact the
editors at cresset@valpo.edu, and we will put you in
touch with those committed to this project.)
The Church, like each of us, has many different responsibilities. And also like us, sometimes
the Church knows what it must do, and sometimes
it is uncertain; sometimes it does as it should, and
sometimes it fails. We may think of ourselves as
autonomous and independent, but the reality is
that our lives are tied to others, to the rest of creation. We bear these responsibilities every day that
we draw breath in this world, and as members of
the body of Christ, we bear them together. -;-]PO
Trinity 2013
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A Church of One's Own:
John Patrick Shanley's Woolfian Project
Martha Greene Eads

J

OHN PATRICK SHANLEY's OP-ED ESSAY IN

the February 11, 2013 issue of the New York
Times leaves no doubt about the dramatist's
attitude toward Pope Benedict XVI's decision
to step down from the papacy. Good riddance,
harrumphs Shanley, charging that Benedict "was
utterly bereft of charm, tone-deaf and a protector
of pedophiles. In addition to this woeful resume,
he had no use for women:' After launching his
essay with that provocative and highly personal
attack, Shanley articulates his more generalized
complaint about the Catholic Church:
I have little reason to hope that the
Church of Rome will suddenly realize that without women, the Catholic
Church is doomed and should be
doomed. I think of those good nuns who
educated me, of their lifelong devotion
and sacrifice. They have been treated like
cattle by a crowd of domineering fools.
In Benedict, the Catholic Church got the
pope it deserved.

If fans of Shanley's clerical drama Doubt ever
wondered, they now know for sure: the playwright is fed up with the Catholic Church's
exclusion of women from the priesthood.
While few newspaper readers look to editorial pages for subtlety, ambiguity is the selling
point for Doubt, first produced on stage in 2004,
adapted by Shanley himself for film in 2008,
and more recently performed as an opera (with
a score by Douglas J. Cuomo) at the Minnesota
Opera in Minneapolis on January 26 of this
6
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year. Shanley's various cagey comments over the
years about Doubt's message have fueled viewers'
appreciation for its whodunit quality and sparked
debate about his view of the Church's handling of
childhood sexual-abuse cases, but his op-ed letter
helps clarify the script's theme. In Doubt, Shanley
is not dismissing the Church out of hand, nor
is he focusing specifically on abusers within the
Church or on those who have protected them.
Instead, Shanley is interrogating Catholicism's
longstanding tradition of patriarchal theology and practice, hinting that sexual abuse and
cover-ups are its bitter fruits. In dramatizing this
argument, Shanley echoes Virginia Woolf, whose
book-length essays A Room of One's Own (1929)
and Three Guineas (1938) explore links among
the oppression of women and other forms of
injustice and violence.
The apparent conflict in Shanley's Tonyand Pulitzer Prize-winning play is, of course,
over childhood sexual abuse, a topic as timely
as this morning's headlines. Shanley set Doubt
in 1964, however, and he acknowledges that its
plot emerged from events that occurred during his own Bronx boyhood. The child of Irish
immigrant-New Yorkers, Shanley attended St.
Anthony's in the Bronx, a parochial school that
served as the model for St. Nicholas's, where
Doubt is set. Donald Muller, the boy whom Sister
Aloysius accuses Father Flynn of abusing, is St.
Nicholas's first African-American student, and
Shanley remembers the arrival of his first black
classmate at St. Anthony's. One of Shanley's cousins accused a clergyman of sexual abuse, and
Shanley revealed in a 2004 interview with Robert

Coe that he himself benefited from being championed by teachers whose interest in him may
well have been other than academic. "Did that
make them bad people?" he asks. "Not to me. Not
to me at all" (21). In interviews and in the preface
to Doubt, Shanley cautions against the temptation to judge others and advises an openness to
the perspectives of those accused of wrongdoing.
The example of rushing to judgment to which he
points most often is former- President George W.
Bush's insistence that Saddam Hussein's government possessed weapons of mass destruction, a
judgment that led the US to war with Iraq.
Audience members who are aware of Shanley's
use of this historical situation to illustrate his
point about over-certainty initially found themselves tempted to view Doubt as a thinly veiled
political thriller. Could Sister Aloysius, the play's
accuser, be George Bush, with the alleged abuser,
Father Flynn, as an innocent (at least in terms of
possessing weapons of mass destruction) Sad dam
Hussein? Or is Sister Aloysius a conniving Dick
Cheney, manipulating a nai:ve young Sister James
(as George Bush) into seeing dangers that don't
really exist? In light of Shanley's extra-textual
commentary, the political pairings are almost
irresistible. In "Evil, Sin, or Doubt: The Dramas of
Clerical Child Abuse;' Elizabeth Cullingford calls
Sister Aloysius "a metaphorical spokeswoman for
the Bush doctrine of preemptive war;' observing
that "although there's nothing in the play itself
to compel this allegorical reading, the disastrous
consequences of Bush's determination to see in
Saddam what he wanted to see haunt the margins
of interpretation" (258).
Shanley readily acknowledges that Doubt
originated during the debates surrounding the
US invasion of Iraq in 2004. In an April 2005
interview, television host Charlie Rose asked
Shanley whether he situates his plays in contemporary reality. Shanley agreed that he often
does. Rose asked if he had in mind individuals
within the Church while writing Doubt, to which
Shanley replied:
... the invasion of Iraq was a stimulus .... ,
and that there was what I felt to be a rush
to war and that people who expressed

doubts were being depicted as unpatriotic, and I thought that was bizarre and
telling [about that .... It seemed] symptomatic of what's going on in our society.
Shanley asserted that living in uncertainty is
far superior to thinking that one knows all the
answers. Sounding like the poet he originally
aspired to be, he told Rose, "To live in a state of
doubt is to live in a present-tense way rather than
to rest on a couch of convictions:'' But Shanley
also insisted to Rose that he was "not writing a
play that takes a political stand; that's a polemic of
some kind:' He elaborated, saying, ''I'm not interested in writing a play that says the Nazis were
bad .... I'm not preaching to the Republicans, I'm
not preaching to the Democrats ..." He writes in
the script's preface, "There is no last word" (ix).
Even so, he gives the play's last word to Sister
Aloysius and dedicates his drama to "the many
orders of Catholic nuns who have devoted their
lives to serving others in hospitals, schools and
retirement homes. Though they have been much
maligned and ridiculed, who among us has been
so generous?" (v). In so doing, and-even more
strikingly-in altering his original script to
champion Sister Aloysius in the 2008 film, which
he also directed, Shanley tips his hand to reveal
the real subject of his critique: not George Bush
but the Catholic Church. As his New York Times
op-ed essay argues, the Church's refusal to heed
and even to cultivate female leaders has resulted
in inward rot.
The subtlety of Shanley's approach in the play
is striking, prompting Cullingford to observe
that "Doubt confounds the expectations of audiences prepared for straightforward anti-clerical
satire" (246). Had the playwright's outlook been
stereotypically progressive, he would have likely
celebrated Father Flynn unequivocally as the representative of a liberal, post- Vatican II Catholic
perspective. Had it been stereotypically reactionary, he might have vindicated Sister James
for her initially rosy view of the Church and its
leaders. Instead, Shanley situates his drama in
a middle ground where all the characters have
flaws but where one of them, Sister Aloysius,
emerges as an agonistic figure, doomed to failure
Trinity 2013
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yet nevertheless heroic. Her role is remarkably
complex. Conrad Ostwalt asserts in "No Easy
Answers: John Patrick Shanley's Doubt" that "in
this film, Sister Aloysius represents the traditionladen pre-Vatican II church, while Father Flynn is
a progressive pastor intent on bringing reform to
the congregation and school he serves." Despite
the love of tradition that Ostwalt rightly attributes
to Sister Aloysius, the play and-more pointedly,

the film-reveal through her plight the sin of the
Church. Although Shanley insists that his goal is
more to promote debate and reflection rather than
to make a point, Doubt does make a sharp point:
that the toll of the Catholic Church's institutionalized subjugation of women extends beyond those
women themselves.
Recognizing Shanley's case against the
Church's treatment of women is even more difficult in the play than in the film because most
stage productions balance their treatments of
Father Flynn and Sister Aloysius. Cherry Jones,
who won a Tony for her role as Sister Aloysius in
the original New York production and a subsequent tour, told Washington Post reporter Nelson
Pressley that Doubt is "the most dependable play
I've ever been in, as long as you keep the balance
honest-make it really hard for the audience
to choose between the two main characters:' 2
Shanley also told Earnshaw that he worked hard
in shooting the film to be even-handed: "As a
8
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storyteller, I didn't know whether Father Flynn
was guilty so I know that nothing I shot would
definitively answer that question. Having said
that. .. , we had to be very careful in editing not
to overload the narrative one way or the other:'
In a voice-over "extra" for the DVD of the film,
however, Shanley says, "When Phil[ip Seymour
Hoffman as Father Flynn] says 'no; I believe him.
I gave Phil the back story, but sometimes I didn't
know what he was playing:' Although he says he
aimed to direct a balanced
film and has, according to
Cullingford, only revealed
Father Flynn's history to
Hoffman, O'Byrne, and
the first stage production's
director, Doug Hughes,
Shanley clearly has his
own verdict in mind (259).
The National Catholic
Reporter's Kevin Doherty
thinks he knows what that
verdict is, writing that in
the film Shanley "seems
to tip the scales against Fr.
Flynn through the selection of his shots and details, including the priest's
fastidiousness about cleanliness and the length
of his fingernails. Particularly effective is the
stained-glass eye of God in the rectory that Fr.
Flynn stops to stare at as it looks down on him:'
Doherty does not, however, discuss the film's
most damning scene: Father Flynn's dinner party
with a fellow priest and their monsignor. Shanley
wrote this scene and three nuns' meal scenes
in expanding the script for the film. Especially
when viewed alongside the nuns' austere meal
scenes, the priestly dinner contains several disturbing elements: the bloody meat on the men's
table, hinting of predation; indulgence not only
in decadent-looking food but also in tobacco,
beer, and hard liquor; and contemptuous conversation about women. After the scene's initial shot
of very rare beef at the center of the table, the
camera cuts to Father Flynn, who raises a quivering, bloody bite to his mouth as he speaks to his
fellow-clergy:

FATHER FLYNN: Clippity clomp, clippity clomp .... like a herd of elephants!
MONSIGNOR BENEDICT [chortling as
he waves a burning cigarette]: You
are wicked!
FATHER FLYNN: [gesturing with his
knife] I told her, "You're her mother; you
raised her; you fed her. You tell her she's
fat:'
FATHER SHERMAN: [laughing incredulously] Wait-How fat is she?
FATHER FLYNN: The mother or the
daughter?
FATHER SHERMAN: The-the
daughter.
FATHER FLYNN: I never met the
daughter.
FATHER SHERMAN: What about the
mother?
FATHER FLYNN: She's fat! [laughing]
This exchange does not, of course depict Father
Flynn with his literal pants down, but it does reveal
him to be remarkably repellent: self-indulgent,
crude, disrespectful, misogynistic-the alpha male
in a rectory Animal House.
Shanley is not alone in comparing the Catholic
hierarchy's mindset to that of fraternity men. In
an April 2010 Newsweek article on sexual-abuse
cases, Lisa Miller asserts: "Studies show what we
intuitively know: without checks and balances,
insular groups of men do bad things" (40). She
quotes historian Nicholas Syrett, who acknowledges that priests are not socialized as fraternity
men to pursue sex but concludes that both groups
of "men are encouraged to believe that they are in
positions of power for a reason ... . [I]f the hierarchy of the Catholic Church doesn't discipline these
people because they are concerned about reputation, they create a space where [abusers] are led to
believe that whatever they do is OK:' Miller also
quotes former-priest Richard Sipe, who researches
Church doctrine and clergy practice: "Clergy... are
a group that are very privileged in their own mind.

They have a sense of entitlement. Think about it.
What other culture do you know of that's all-male,
theoretically and practically?" (40). Shanley's clerical dinner scene depicts that air of entitlement and
a resulting raunchiness.
The nuns' meals, in contrast to Father Flynn's
dinner with his colleagues, are anything but rowdy.
In an early dinner scene over which Sister Aloysius
presides, the women drink milk, and their plates
hold unappetizing-looking meat, over-cooked
vegetables, and what appears to be Wonder bread.
The meat proves to be gristly; young Sister James
removes a bite to the edge of her plate until a
pointed stare from Sister Aloysius prompts her to
put it back in her mouth and resume chewing. Not
until Sister Aloysius rings a small bell does conversation begin, and even then, she directs it to the
topic of Father Flynn's most recent sermon and
its subject: doubt. Grilling Sister James about her
perception of the sermon, Sister Aloysius asks, "Is
Father Flynn in doubt?" When Sister James suggests that someone ask him about his message,
Sister Aloysius disagrees sharply. "That would not
be appropriate. He is my superior. And if he were
troubled, he should confess it to a fellow priest, or
the monsignor. We do not share intimate information with priests:' The separation Sister Aloysius
describes here is illustrated by the fare the two different groups consume, and a subsequent school
lunch during which one of the nuns raves about
the cafeteria's chow mein underscores the difference almost comically. In a third brief scene in
which the nuns eat together, the silence contrasts
sharply with the popular music playing during the
priests' meal just before it.
Moreover, while Father Flynn's churlishness
first becomes apparent during his dinner, a softer
side of Sister Aloysius becomes evident in her
first two meal scenes in the film. During each, she
assists Sister Veronica, an elderly nun whose failing
eyesight must be kept secret from the male clergy,
who would send her away if they knew. Sister
Aloysius sums up the situation for Sister James in
both the film and the play, but the film not only
depicts Sister Aloysius helping Sister Veronica with
her cutlery and sleeve but also has her informing Sister James in more sensitive language about
Sister Veronica's failing eyesight.
Trinity 2013
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While her behavior toward Sister Veronica
during meals helps establish Sister Aloysius as an
increasingly sympathetic character, the film's entire
trajectory moves in that direction. Unlike Father
Flynn, who first appears affable but takes on a
menacing air as the film continues, Sister Aloysius
makes her worst appearance at the film's opening,
when she strikes a child for misbehaving in church.
She continues to be a curmudgeonly character, but
the surprises the film delivers about her are positive: She serves as the school's "bad cop" because
she is committed to providing students with disciplinary structure; she's as enthusiastic a radio
baseball fan as the pupil whose transistor radio she
confiscates; she is not the stereotypically repressed
virgin-nun but a war-widow; she is willing to risk
not only her position in the school but even her
very soul to rid the school of a predator. Surely,
Sister Aloysius knows that antagonizing her male
superiors puts her in danger ofbeing excommunicated from a Church that holds forth no possibility
of salvation outside its walls, yet she continues pursuing a priest she feels certain is a predator. 3
About midway through the play, Sister
Aloysius explains to Sister James how the Church's
"old boy network" necessitates their taking great
care to gather evidence against Father Flynn:
SISTER ALOYSIUS: Eight years ago at
St. Boniface we had a priest who had to
be stopped. But I had Monsignor Scully
then ... who I could rely on. Here, there's
no man I can go to, and men run everything. We are going to have to stop him
ourselves.
SISTER JAMES: Can't you just ... report
your suspicions?
SISTER ALOYSIUS: To Monsignor
Benedict? The man's guileless! He would
just ask Father Flynn.
SISTER JAMES: Well, would that be such
a bad idea?
SISTER ALOYSIUS: And he would
believe whatever Father Flynn told him.
He would think the matter settled .... If
I tell the monsignor and he is satisfied
10
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with Father Flynn's rebuttal, the matter is
suppressed.
SISTER JAMES: Well then tell the bishop.
SISTER ALOYSIUS: The hierarchy of the
Church doesn't permit my going to the
bishop. No. Once I tell the monsignor, it's
out of my hands. I'm helpless. (22-23)
Sister Aloysius continues, warning Sister James
that if they take insufficient proof to Monsignor
Benedict, they will be dismissed: "Monsignor
Benedict thinks the sun rises and sets on Father
Flynn. You'd be branded an hysteric and transferred" (23). 4 As troubling a situation as this
exchange outlines, the film's depiction of it is even
more disturbing. While Sister Aloysius in the play
describes Monsignor Benedict as "seventy-nine;'
"oblivious;' and "otherworldly in the extreme"
(19), the film drops that language and shows
Sister Aloysius watching through a window as the
monsignor slaps Father Flynn on the back conspiratorially. Rather than seeming nai've, he guffaws
through the "fraternity" dinner scene while Father
Flynn speaks derisively of his fat parishioner and
her daughter.

T

he meal scenes are, then, central to the film's
characterizations, but they serve another
function, as well. They provide the thematic key to Doubt. Their similarity to the men's
and women's college meals that Virginia Woolf
describes in A Room of One's Own reveals Shanley's
impulse to critique the Church for its treatment of
women, much as Woolf critiqued British academic
society in the 1920s. For both, the use of food
exemplifies what Harriet Blodgett characterizes in
Woolf's oeuvre as the writer's "persistent endeavors
to capture the solidity of life for her fiction and use
that as the basis for less tangible ideas" (58). Like
Father Flynn and his male colleagues in Doubt, the
young men of Woolf's Oxbridge savor the finest
meats and wines at their college luncheon: soles,
partridges "with all their retinue of sauces and salads;' potatoes; sprouts, "foliated as rosebuds but
more succulent;' a decadent dessert, a succession
of wines. No wonder, Woolf asserts, that these
undergraduates are cocky about their futures:

And thus by degrees was lit, halfway down
the spine, which is the seat of the soul, not
that hard little electric light which we call
brilliance, ... but the more profound, subtle and subterranean glow, which is the
rich yellow flame of rational intercourse.
No need to hurry. No need to sparkle.
No need to be anybody but oneself. We
are all going to heaven and Vandyck is of
the company-in other words, how good
life seemed, how sweet its rewards, how
trivial this grudge or that grievance, how
admirable friendship and the society of
one's kind, as lighting a good cigarette,
one sunk among the cushions in the window seat. (11) 5
In contrast, their female counterparts at Fernham
women's college eat an unappealing supper: "plain
gravy soup .... beef with its attendant greens and
potatoes-a homely trinity, suggesting the rumps
of cattle in a muddy market, and sprouts curled
and yellowed at the edge... prunes and custard"
for dessert, cheese and crackers, and water ( 1718). Instead of prompting lively discussion, the
women's abstemious meal results not only in a
conversational lull but also in existential crises for
those present:
The human frame being what it is, heart,
body and brain all mixed together, and
not contained in separate compartments
as they will be no doubt in another million
years, a good dinner is of great importance to good talk. One cannot think well,
love well, sleep well, if one has not dined
well. The lamp in the spine does not light
on beef and prunes. We are all probably
going to heaven, and Vandyck is, we hope,
to meet us round the next corner-that is
the dubious and qualifying state of mind
that beef and prunes at the end of the day's
work breed between them. (18)
Woolf's Fernham students' meal signifies their
marginality in a male-dominated academic world;
Sister Aloysius's recognition of her own marginality leads to the "dubious and qualifying state of

mind" that yields her confession to Sister James in
Doubt's gripping moment oflast suspense: "I have
doubts! I have such doubts!" (Shanley 58).
Although some viewers interpret these lines
as Sister Aloysius's admission of uncertainty about
Father Flynn's guilt, the object of her uncertainty is
more serious still. She is not worried about having
falsely accused Father Flynn; in revealing to Sister
James moments before that she lied to Father Flynn
about another nun's confirmation of his having
preyed on children in another parish, Sister Aloysius

Not only has Sister Aloysius felt the
sting of being dismissed, but she
knows now that the leaders in the
Church to which she has given her life
and entrusted her soul are fully aware
of the corruption they cultivate.

says definitively, "But if he had had no such history,
the lie wouldn't have worked. His resignation was
his confession. He was what I thought he was. And
he's gone" (58). When Sister James expresses her
own dismay and incredulity about Sister Aloysius's
having lied, Sister Aloysius tells her, "In the pursuit of wrongdoing, one steps away from God. Of
course there's a price:' It is Sister James's reply, "I
see. So now he's in another school;' that prompts
Sister Aloysius's emotional outburst and confession
of doubt. While she may indeed be troubled about
having "step[ped] away from God" by lying, Sister
Aloysius is even more likely devastated by the outcome of her investigation. The monsignor to whom
she reported her suspicions brushed them off, and
their bishop promoted Father Flynn, putting him
in charge of an entire school. Not only has Sister
Aloysius felt the sting of being dismissed (most
likely, for being "an hysteric"), but she knows now
that the leaders in the Church to which she has
given her life and entrusted her soul are fully aware
of the corruption they cultivate.
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Such a link between the mistreatment of
women and wider abuses would not have surprised
Virginia Woolf. After outlining in A Room of Ones
Own the way in which the systemic oppression
of women makes it nearly impossible for them
to fulfill their creative vocations, she went on in
Three Guineas to show how that injustice creates
conditions that devastate other innocent people,
especially through war. In response to a financial
appeal from a pacifist organization, Woolf invites
her male petitioner to consider the world as men

Men are educated, Woolf asserts,
to pursue war, and religion is
a factor not only as one of the
institutions men lead but also as
justification for educating men
and women differently.

have run it. She describes a photograph of London's
religious, economic, legislative, and judicial centers and then takes him inside those buildings to
observe their occupants' apparel and ceremonies.
This view, she says, will be from the women's perspective, those "who see it from the threshold of
the private house; through the shadow of the veil
that St. Paul still lays upon our eyes; from the
bridge which connects the private house with the
world of public life" (23). Woolf then discusses the
attire of bishops, kings, judges, and military leaders within these structures, linking them all and
then concluding, "[Y]our finest clothes are those
you wear as soldiers" (26). Men are educated, she
asserts, to pursue war, and religion is a factor not
only as one of the institutions men lead but also as
justification for educating men and women differently. The "veil" Woolf attributes to St. Paul is an
allusion to 1 Cor. 11:5-9:
But every woman that prayeth or prophesieth with her head uncovered
12
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dishonoureth her head: for that is
even all one as if she were shaven.
For if the woman be not covered, let her
also be shorn: but if it be a shame for
a woman to be shorn or shaven, let
her be covered.
For a man indeed ought not to cover his
head, forasmuch as he is the image
and glory of God: but the woman is
the glory of the man.
For the man is not of the woman: but the
woman of the man.
Neither was the man created for the
woman; but the woman for the man.
Woolf suggests that the men who lead the
Christian West create conditions in which they
may indefinitely cultivate war as "a profession;
a source of happiness and excitement; and ... an
outlet for manly qualities, without which men
would deteriorate" (10). At every level, from the
home to the nation-state, Woolf suggests, the men
in power perpetuate the condition.
Shortly after a discussion of the ways in which
men's attire reveals their appetite for war, Woolf
discusses women's exclusion from leadership circles in Western society:
[T]here are many inner and secret chambers that we cannot enter. What real
influence can we bring to bear upon law
or business, religion or politics-we to
whom many doors are locked, or at best
ajar, we who have neither capital nor force
behind us? It seems as if our influence
must stop short at the surface. When we
have expressed an opinion upon the surface we have done all that we can do. (28)
Although Woolf's discussion is of the range of
cultural institutions, her mention of religion is, of
course, particularly germane to Doubt and even to
the contemporary clergy sexual-abuse scandal. Lisa
Miller's Newsweek article demonstrates the extent
to which Woolf's observations remain relevant:
In the U.S., 60 percent of Sunday massgoers
are women; thus most of the contribu-

tions to the collection plate-$6 billion
a year-are made by women. And yet
the presence of women anywhere within
the institutional power structure is virtually nil. The number of women who hold
top-tier positions in any of the dicasteries,
or committees, that make up the Vatican
structure can be counted on one hand.
Few women retain high-profile management jobs, such as chancellor, within
dioceses. And though nuns dramatically
outnumber priests worldwide, they are
mostly so invisible that when a group of
them speaks up, as they did recently on
health-care reform, everyone takes notice.
Eight years after the Boston scandals,
"it's just men listening to themselves" on
sex abuse, says Kathleen McChesney,
the former FBI official enlisted to study
and remedy the problem of sex abuse
in American dioceses after 2002. "To
my knowledge, there's no woman in
the Vatican who's involved in sex-abuse
issues:' (39)
Sister Aloysius could be paraphrasing Woolf and
anticipating Miller when she tells Sister James:
"The hierarchy of the Church doesn't permit my
going to the bishop. No. Once I tell the monsignor,
it's out of my hands. I'm helpless" (22-23).
Much as Sister Aloysius is at a loss to prevent
what she fears will be further sexual abuse of children, Woolf asserts that male hegemony prevents
women from stopping wars that kill children as
well as noncombatant adults. Throughout Three
Guineas, she describes a number .of photographs,
the most memorable of which she calls those of
"dead bodies and ruined houses" ( 14, 26, 42, 50,
53, 83, 102, 113, 116, 167, 168, 169). Having written Three Guineas in late 1936 and early 1937,
Woolf is almost certainly referring to news photographs documenting the Spanish Civil War.
Among the Spanish Civil War's victims were many
"dead children;' to whom Woolf also refers (14,
168). Maggie Humm explains that Three Guinea's
"repeated mnemonic of the absent photographs
of the Spanish dead becomes a lively vehicle
enabling Woolf to develop her attack on patriar-

chY:' providing "a prose picture of the indissoluble
link between the physical violence of fascism and
patriarchal tyranny to women and children in the
private home" (647, 648). In order to prevent the
deaths of more such women and children, Woolf
ultimately argues, girls, especially "the daughters
of educated men" (6, ff), must be free to pursue
sound educations and to earn their livings in the
professions, even to being admitted to the priesthood: "-it matters not to which priesthood; the
priesthood of medicine or the priesthood of science or the priesthood of the Church" (152).
Drawing her essay to a close, she challenges her
male pacifist-petitioner to remember the links
between domestic and political tyranny:
A common interest unites us; it is one
world, one life. How essential is it that we
should realize that unity the dead bodies, the ruined houses prove. For such will
be our ruin if you, in the immensity of
your public abstractions forget the private
figure, or if we in the intensity of our private emotions forget the public world.
Both houses will be ruined, the public and
the private, the material and the spiritual,
for they are inseparably connected. But
with your letter before us we have reason
to hope. For by asking our help you recognize that connection .... (169)
Maybe, Woolf dares hope, women and men could
someday work toward not only the prevention of
war but further "toward the dream of peace, the
dream of freedom" (169).
ohn Patrick Shanley's work in Doubt, particularly in the screen version, articulates
something of Woolf's vision. Like Three
Guineas, Doubt suggests that Sister Aloysius
and other women like her can never reach their
full potential within the Church in its current
state and that their subjugation facilitates other
injustices. In what would seem a direct allusion
to Three Guineas, the film scene in which Sister
Aloysius urges Sister James to watch for student
misbehavior in the glass covering a framed portrait of Pope Pius XII shifts to a scene in which

J
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Sister James lectures her eighth graders on the
rise of Fascism before World War II. Neither of
these scenes appears in the play's script. Conrad
Ostwalt suggests that the film uses the photo of
Pius XII, the Church's head from 1939-1958, to
underscore Sister Aloysius' conservatism: "The
pope who opened Vatican II and who was most
responsible for the reforms that followed was
Pope John XXIII. But the pope at the time of the
movie would have been Pope Paul VI .... Is this a
subtle homage to the last pope prior to the Second
Vatican Council? Is this Sister Aloysius' homage
to tradition?" The film's dialogue suggests otherwise, however:
SISTER JAMES: That's the wrong pope.
He's deceased.
SISTER ALOYSIUS: I don't care what
pope it is .... Use the glass to see behind
you. The children should think you have
eyes in the back of your head.
SISTER JAMES: Wouldn't that be a little
frightening?
SISTER ALOYSIUS: Only to the ones
who are up to no good.
Viewers familiar with Catholic history know that
many people still condemn Pius XII for his failure
to speak vigorously against Fascism during the
Second World War; those tempted to vilify Sister
Aloysius may conclude that she is the fascist in the
scene. Whatever Sister Aloysius's devotion to tradition, Shanley's film suggests a line of causation
among Catholic patriarchal tradition, the subjugation of women, and victimization that is consistent
with his op-ed essay and resembles the one Woolf
traces in Three Guineas.
Shanley does not, however, claim to have
been directly influenced by Woolf. When asked
whether he intentionally developed his play's dinner party scenes in homage to A Room of Ones
Own, Shanley replied:
Actually, those scenes are a result of a
housekeeper's anecdote. She was my
14
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friend's mother, and worked in both the
convent and the rectory. She was appalled
by the difference in quality of the foodstuffs; the nuns got the inferior meats
and produce. I put that together with the
nun's vows of silence. I do admire Virginia
Woolf's work very much. (E-mail to the
author)
In June 2009, however, almost four years before
celebrating Pope Benedict XVI's resignation
announcement in the New York Times, Shanley
spoke directly to interviewer David Drake about
the Catholic Church's treatment of women.
Despite praising Pope John Paul II's work to bring
down oppressive governments in Eastern Europe,
Shanley described Benedict's predecessor as "an
extremely paternalistic, controlling, backwardlooking pope;' opining:
What to me is the biggest problem in the
world today-and this is emblematic of
[Pope John Paul's] biggest problemsis this backward-look at women. That
women are treated as second class [sic]
citizens-in the Catholic church, in
Islam, in conservative Judaism-all
springing from the same wellspring of
Abraham. That came out of the Mid-east
a long time ago and continues to absolutely dominate the western world: That
women are in a second class role in these
hierarchal structures like the Catholic
church, completely cut out of the power
loop. And when John Paul came into the
United States the first time, he let the
nuns in this country know in no uncertain terms that they were not going to
administer the sacrament, that they were
not going to enter the kind of ministry
that their male brethren were. And they'd
just better get used to it.
Shanley's assertion that the world's "biggest problenl' is the mistreatment of women explains why
he depicts Sister Aloysius as he has-as a victim
of oppression who behaves heroically in an effort
to protect others from suffering oppression, too. 6

Still, in Doubt, Shanley is not attacking the
Church in its entirety. If he were, Catholic reviewers would hardly have been likely to give the play
and the film the kind of appreciative reviews they
have. Commonweal's Grant Gallicho calls Doubt a
play of "lasting artistic value" and describes Sister
Aloysius as "the sternly rigid yet secretly caring
sister:' Gallicho continues:
Did Flynn do it? The play itself doesn't
say. By not resolving the case, Doubt
shows that its ambition extends beyond
the whodunit genre. It's gutsy for Shanley
to withhold the emotional satisfaction
of closure in a drama fueled by such a
fraught subject. And in doing so, Doubt
reflects what the sexual-abuse crisis has
been for so many Catholics: an occasion
of profound grief for a church they, like Sr.
Aloysius, believed in.
Fordham University communications and media
studies professor Michael Tueth, a Jesuit, asserts
that Shanley's "expanding his narrative with more
scenes and characters ... demonstrates how a film
can improve on a play's psychological tensions.
It can also deepen our awareness of the darkness to be encountered even within the most
sacred locales of human faith and doubt:' These
Catholic writers seem to find Shanley's treatment of the Church appropriately nuanced, and
Shanley communicates measured ambivalence
about changes the Church has undergone. When
Earnshaw asked him in June 2009 about Doubt's
"comparison between tradition and innovation;'
connecting it to the previous year's economic
downturn, Shanley said:

I don't think you can ever go back, but
nothing ever gets lost. The history of the
human race informs every person's
actions. Change always involves loss.
What we are experiencing as loss now is
an aspect of change. I think the changes
that are going on in the world need to
transpire, but there will be blood on the
floor.
Such comments indicate that Shanley regards
the changes associated with Vatican II as necessary, but he hints that those changes did not go
far enough with regard to women's roles in the
Catholic Church. His focus, then, on sexual
abuse to dramatize the patriarchal practices that
Virginia Woolf explored in the 1920s and 1930s
and that journalists such as Lisa Miller are still
decrying makes Doubt a more pointed critique
than he claims it is, even though his targets are not
those many first suspect them to be. Ultimately,
Doubt communicates Shanley's deep appreciation
for the Catholic nuns who educated him and his
disgust with Church leaders and the system who
have, through the ages, kept such women in subordinate roles. Those who do not recognize the
focus for his dramatic critique have only to read
Doubt alongside Shanley's New York Times op-ed
letter from February of this year-or alongside
the extended essays that Virginia Woolf wrote
seventy-five and more years ago. f .

Martha Greene Eads is Professor of English
at Eastern Mennonite University.
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Endnotes
Shanley discussed his early career as a poet with
Nelson Pressley of the Washington Post in a March
2007 article. More recently, Amber Jackson talked with
Shanley about his poetic interests in a 2009 interview
for Texas Theatre Journal.
1.

2. Jones and Brian O'Byrne, who played Father Flynn
alongside her Sister Aloysius, revealed in an interview
with Charlie Rose that their sense of being evenly
matched prompted them to compete with each other
from show to show in a contest for their audiences'
sympathy (cited in Cullingford 261).
3. I am grateful to Maria LaMonaca Wisdom for her
reminder about this point of Catholic doctrine.

4. Woolf's word choice here is significant; the Oxford
English Dictionary provides the following etymological information for the word: "[ad. L. hystericus, ad.
Gr. uan:pLKO<; belonging to the womb, suffering in the
womb, hysterical (f. ua-rtpa womb) , esp. in uan: ptK~
Tiv[~, umeptKa

TCae 11 :'

5. The notes to the 2005 Harvest edition of A Room of
Ones Own report that "[w]e are all going to heaven"
are said to have been the eighteenth-century painter
Thomas Gainsborough's last words. He included Dutch

portraitist Sir Anthony Van Dyck from a century earlier in that glad company.
6. That Shanley would be more troubled by the
Church's patriarchal practices than by its reputation for
harboring pedophiles seems consistent with the findings of the Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life,
which Elizabeth Cullingford reports as indicating that
"Church teachings on gender and sexuality are even
more important than abuse scandals in motivating the
current turn away from Catholicism'' (249).
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YOUR TWENTY- FIRST CENTURY PRAYER LIFE
Your most frequent
requests: a safe drive,
a speedy recovery,
and financial demands.
And then of course
the old standbys
"bless this" and
"bless that:'
You wonder how
those saints master
the discipline,
their communication
traveling like currents
through crackling lines
that almost spark
from sender to
receiver, back again.

li

You can count
on one hand
the moments prayer
blossomed organically
without wants' weeds
crowding petals, stealing
sunlight, robbing soil
of water, of life.
Yet, you persist
with petitions
attached to phrases
abundant, overflowing,
with me, my, and I,
forgetting that one
who wants to live
must first lose one's life.

Nathaniel Lee Hansen

I

------ =

18

The Cresset

.

.. --- - --

.......

- .....J

From Commodity to Community
Churches and the Land They Own
Gilson A. C. Waldkoenig

I. Churches in Green Space: Three Stages

A

NUMBER

OF

CHURCHES,

CAMPS,

AND

other religious organizations recently have
begun to take care of land in ways that
express ecological vision. Turning from humandefined assessments of place, they are reorienting
themselves toward God's continual creativity in
the earth and carving out a place for God's creation in settings otherwise defined wholly in terms
of human demographics. These congregations are
developing practices that express greater awareness of human interrelatedness with creation and
of how their properties are thresholds to the presence of Christ in all creation.
Stage One: Claiming Space

At Amazing Grace Church in Baltimore,
people responded to the Word of grace by painstakingly raking needles out of the lots behind
their church. Not pine needles, but hypodermic
needles. They installed flower gardens and vegetable gardens and benches to provide humans a
place to rest. A labyrinth for contemplative prayer
and a beautiful painted mural claimed the space
as sacred. The former pastor of Amazing Grace,
Karen Brau, described how she walked the labyrinth every day for three months to commune
with God, but also to claim the space as sacred not
only for the church but for the neighborhood and
God's world. When drug lords flooded the streets
with new rounds of drugs, to drive the population deeper into addiction, there would be a rush
of people through the streets and alleys to get the

drugs. And there were shootings. The waves of
violence coursed past the praying pastor in the
labyrinth. But at other times, the sacredness of the
space began to have an effect on even hardened
hearts ("Nurturing Beauty.. :'). This space, the only
park-like public space in the vicinity, literally a
public square, makes a claim for the commonweal
over against the chaos of East Baltimore street life.
Urban churches can define their immediate geography on the grid of city streets, but to
understand the interrelationship of their plants,
water, and resident species they must learn how
they relate to the wider landscape, greenways,
remnants of forest, and natural features that the
cityscape often obscures. Ecological and geographic data can show the connection of the
urban oasis at Amazing Grace to the shores of the
Chesapeake Bay and the breathing life of the earth
that upholds the rest of the cityscape, neglected
and abused though it is.
Stage Two: Connecting in Place

Four years ago, the city of Minneapolis notified Holy Trinity Lutheran Church that they
needed to collect and redirect the water coming
off their roof. Municipalities all over the country
have passed new ordinances because the amount
of runoff in the paved landscapes of modern cities creates problems for municipal drainage and
sewage systems. Holy Trinity studied their options
and chose to construct a rain garden to catch and
hold the water. In this garden, native plants could
grow, and the excess water could drain cleanly
(Cosgrove 2010).
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A church-based foundation gave Holy
Trinity a $15,000 grant, but the Mississippi
Watershed Management Organization gave them
$50,000. As a practical step toward reducing the
Mississippi River flooding that has increased in
recent years, Holy Trinity's natural provision for
the runoff water was helpful to neighbors miles
and miles away. It was also good for the biotic
health of the Mississippi Watershed. It is not that
the water coming right off Holy Trinity's roof
is particularly dangerous, but in large amounts
urban runoff develops concentrations of toxicity
and becomes a juggernaut of pollution. Holy Trinity kept the rain
that fell from the sky nearby, and
gave it back to the earth quickly.
The earth knows how to keep the
water clean.
Holy Trinity embodies a
second level of the church reconnecting to the green earth in
which it lives and resides. Many
other churches express their
reconnection through food gardens. In a recent year, Big Spring
United Lutheran Church in
Newville, Pennsylvania, delivered 315 dozen ears of corn
grown from its community garden to community food banks.
They also delivered thirty-five
bushels of potatoes. The average weight of a
bushel of potatoes is fifty-four pounds. Hence in
a recent year, one church gave away 1,890 pounds
of potatoes that it had grown on its own property.
Stage Three : Opening the Threshold

The Lutheran Church of the Reformation in
St. Louis Park in Minneapolis is another gardening
church. As they worked the land at their church,
they also noticed that they stood in a distinctive
ecosystem. Once, much of it had been tall grass
prairie, and some of it had been forest. They were
in the spot where the great Eastern forests met the
tall grass prairie. In 2003, they dedicated part of
their land to the restoration of the prairie and part
of it to forest preservation. Lutheran Church of the
20
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Reformation has recognized that it belongs to a
wider ecology that extends far beyond its property,
but of which its property and its gathered community is a threshold.
Article Seven of the Augsburg Confession
(1530), a foundational document for Lutherans,
defines the church to be gatherings around the
Word and sacraments. Lutheran Church of the
Reformation knows that the gathering does not
float in a vacuum. It happens in a place that the
earth has prepared through millennia of growth
and decay, millennia of construction and decon-

struction, millennia of chaos and pattern rolling
into each other.
In the highlands of north-central West
Virginia, Pastor Paul Poerschke for some years
offered weekly worship at two state parks in addition to services at his small-town church. The
Division for Mission in North America of the
Lutheran Church in America, with the local synod,
enacted a vision first advanced by E. W Mueller
and Giles C. Ekola in their book Mission in the
American Outdoors (1966) . The people who came
to the parks were on a pilgrimage and thus were in a
receptive state. An informal but liturgically-based,
conversational but traditionally-rooted gathering
for prayer and worship spoke to these seekers. The
pastor's ministry was not a separate chaplaincy
outside of his congregational ministry. This pastor

had a sense of parish as place, and the place of his
parish extended into the ridges and forests in the
state parks. The public to which he addressed the
Word of God was not only those who gathered in
the church building. That was only home base. The
entire area in its beauty was home.
In their attention to creation, churches are
claiming public parks and the whole landscape as
part of the domain of God. They are affirming that
soil is part of the commonweal that provides for
the sustenance of many. They are reclaiming public
space and sacred space in the streets and on the
edges of ecosystems long overlooked. From rural
to suburban to urban areas, the church is reaching
out and finding that the world is not primarily a
human place, and that the scope of God's creativity
goes far beyond human boundaries. The idea that
we should become aware of our proximity to God
in and through God's creation is deeply rooted in
the scriptures and Christian theology, to which we
now turn.

II. Biblical and Theological Perspective:
Thresholds to the Presence of Christ
Biblical Perspective
The opening story of the Bible declares that
creation is good, and the second story in Genesis
2-3 is famous for what then went wrong. The very
first problem in the second creation story was not
the fruit incident from which came "the Fall:' There
was a practical problem prior to that, and it led to
a sensible solution. In this light, God's response to
the Fall can be heard in a fresh way.
The story says that creation was already established, and there was a nice garden, but poor Adam
had no suitable partner. That was a problem. It seems
like something that could have been addressed in
the blueprints, but for whatever reason, creation
was off and running before poor Adam confronted
the problem of loneliness. God came to Adam's aid
and addressed the problem. God enacted another
measure of creativity to bless the human with
relationship and family and community. Thus we
may observe a creation that admits change, allows
adjustments, and bestows fresh, unanticipated
blessings upon those who inhabit it.

Despite the problem-and-solution in Genesis
2, attention most often has gone to that other
famous problem in Genesis 3. The second problem
led to chronic dysfunction. The second problem is
mythic and mysterious, because it had no immediate practical purpose. The earlier problem had
a practical outcome, but this one related to no
immediate need. The people had food and water
and each other and God. No problem. And God
already had solved the initial problem. But from
some murky origin, a serpentine question arises:
"Did God say?" Dietrich Bonhoeffer demonstrated
in his classic, Creation and Fall (1937), how the
question itself expressed profound distrust of God.
We might add in light of our recognition of Genesis
2 that it also dishonors God's continual creativity and problem-solving reliability. Ironically the
people made their impractical, alien question
more important than even their own simple needs.
Deluded by their strange question they took up
behaviors that were, like their question, mysteriously alien to the goodness of the creation and
profoundly mistrustful toward the creative God.
The people took a bizarre turn, out of nowhere
as it were. But God is a consistent character in the
biblical texts. God remains creative and is always
in problem-solving mode. God's next move is eminently practical. God asks a question. It is the first
question in the scripture from God to humans.
Genesis 3:9 says, "And God called to the human
and said, 'Where are you?"'
When my children were young, and they were
out of sight for a few moments, I would ask "Where
are you?" When I was a camp counselor, the question was "Where are your campers?" It is not a bad
question. It is not a murky question. It is a clear
and practical question. Emergency responders ask
"where" and then "what:' The question, "Where are
you?" brims with care and concern. It is a question
filled with love and grace.
If he had listened to the question in light
of God's proven creativity and problem-solving
record, Adam would have been hearing the first
sermon of grace, but Adam heard God's first question through the filter of his own dysfunction.
And so he fumbled his answer. Adam replies, "We
heard you coming and so we hid:' This was not a
great answer to the first question ever addressed to
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humans by God. Adam's answer shows stubborn
adherence to his distrust-that mysterious, alienating perpetuation of the original problem, the
original sin.
God's question does have a barb. It exposed
the weird dysfunction. And it absolutely required
a turnaround, reorientation, change. In that first
question, the drama of repentance and forgiveness
so important to the rest of scripture breaks forth.
But let us not lose sight of the fact that with this
first question, God initiated a creative, problemsolving process. And it is also wonderfully clear
that the first question of God is a caring question, a
graceful question, and a practical question.
The question "Where are you?" should be
exported from scripture and into our world today.
We could do a lot with God's first question, but we
first have to liberate our hearing of the question
from the overshadowing serpentine question and
our distrustful responses to it.
God answers the question "Where are you"
over and over again, and the storied remembrances of that follow-up we call scripture. God
helps humans sense the answer to the question.
For instance, in the complicated fifteenth chapter
of Genesis, the character named Abram is vexed
about who his heir is going to be and what his legacy is going to be and when he and Sarah might
have a baby and why they haven't yet. God cares
about all those questions, according to the rest of
the chapter, but in Genesis 15:5 we hear about a
simple, physical movement that came first, that
orients poor Abram before he can hear the rest of
what God has to say. Genesis 15:5: "God brought
Abram outside and said, 'Look to the heavens and
count the stars, if you are able to count them:" God
is helping Abram to answer God's first question.
Look where you are, Abram. You are under my
canopy of stars, my canopy of creation. Where you
are is in my presence, Abram. The covenant starts
there, with a man in the desert under the stars, held
in God's abiding creativity, located in God's grace.
Theological Perspective

Location is part of the historical detail in texts,
and we usually like to keep it there. To lift the question "Where?" from the text and bring it into our
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lives today might make us rather uncomfortable.
One reason that location is a troublesome question
is that we live today in the wake of several centuries
of dramatic mobility. Some of our ancestors moved
against their will, in captivity. Others moved in
economic desperation. They worked mines, mills,
and fields full of hazards and shallow on promise.
The church during the last three centuries helped
people to cope, but it has nursed the faithful on a
steady diet of mobility. To be sure, God's question
"Where are you?" is just as relevant in the middle of
a journey as it is to those who remain back home.
But the fact of modern mobility habituates us to
denying the significance of every location, and our
awareness of "where we are" recedes.
Recovering a sensitivity to location is part of
connecting to God in, with, and through nature.
Theologian Paul Tillich in his essay "Nature and
Sacrament" (1929) warned that modern Protestant
theology had severed its sense of the Word from
nature. Protestantism needed to recover and
renew its sacramental theology in the modern
world, lest it contort into a dualism that separates
the rational mind from matter. Tillich called for a
sacramental realism that unites Word and nature.
Tillich's sacramental realism describes for modern
ears the reorientation evoked in the ancient question "Where are you?"
Like Max Weber before him, Tillich was
confronting the disenchanted rational mind that
abandons traditional perception. Many thinkers have tried to negotiate the same gap, and
preachers to this day become adroit at hopping
hermeneutical gaps between venerable traditions
and contemporary cynicism. Tillich's proposal is
not to return to magical thinking, and he spends
a large part of the essay "Nature and Sacrament"
criticizing Romanticism. But Tillich was moving
into a kind of sacramental-natural realism that
allows for both rational and more-than-rational
possibilities. Re-enchantment with sacrament and
nature is possible because the Word is deep in
nature, not disembodied.
The Word, Tillich noted, is physical and natural, just like the sacraments of baptism and holy
communion. In order to speak the Word, we must
pull atmosphere into our lungs and breathe it
back out. We not only shape the borrowed atmo-

sphere into meaningful signals of the gospel but
also exchange oxygen for C0 2 in a process that
sustains our very existence. Proclamation of the
Word gives life directly and immediately to the
one who speaks it, while it also gives the promise of abundant life to the one who hears. As you
borrow the wind from around you and re-shape it
in your lungs, to come back as song and story in
witness to God's grace in Christ, the power of that
wind already sustains you, not only in a faith that
we think, but in a faith that we breathe and speak,
a faith that we are. Tillich played out the same
observation for watery baptism and culinary communion, marking the nexus of life-giving Word,
sacrament, and nature in each.
This implies that those who gather around
Word and sacraments are located in both the sacramental presence of Christ's location in this earth
and the natural geography of Christ's ubiquitous
presence in creation. One Lord Christ lives in sacramental presence and in all things. Sacrament
carries specific promise, but that specificity is not
divorced from the world that Christ came to save.
Rising from table and bath while clinging to the
living Word received therein, the faithful expect to
glimpse the Christ going before them on the horizon of nature. Like a summons and desert stars for
Abram, Word and sacraments in nature reorient
us to follow Christ in the world.
Although Tillich strongly affirms the connection between Word and nature in sacrament, he
nevertheless speaks of the troubled discontinuity
between nature and God that he attributes to what
he calls "the demonic:' Here is that same mysterious dysfunction that we noted in the serpentine
question and in Adam's fumbled response to God's
query. A result of the demonic is that we would
hide ourselves from God, and we have hidden
ourselves in nature. Christ at great cost outdoes
us, however, hiding himself in nature and sacraments in order to find us out.
In sacramental reception of the promise,
Christ emerges with grace and we are reoriented.
It remains true that at many other times Christ is
hidden from our eyes in terrifying ways even in the
very world around us that Christ has come to love
and save. When we see the mountains blasted and
deforested, Christ is obscure to us in a way that

terrifies. When coal company bulldozers desecrate
rural graves on their way to blasting mountaintops, the integrity of Christ and creation recedes
from focus in a terrifying way. When fracking
potions contaminate the good water of the earth,
the modern alchemy of the energy industry displaces sacramental realism of the living Word.
When eroding topsoil washes downstream from
deforested areas, and when species of impressive
complexity disappear, Christ goes with them to
our terror. Then, disoriented, we are lost.

Those who gather around Word
and sacraments are located in
both the sacramental presence of
Christ's location in this earth and
the natural geography of Christ's
ubiquitous presence in creation.

Yet, the means of grace, Christ's
sacramental-natural presence with his promising Word, re-connect and reconcile us to
the scenes of grace that emerge in the world
despite terrifying disgrace. There is a place to
go for reorientation in grace. When we cannot
tell where we are or how we got there, we can
hear from God some coordinates that show our
proximity to grace. In sacrament embedded in
nature, God says, "You are where I am, through
the presence of Jesus Christ, in my abiding
grace:' It may sound strange and alien to turn to
the wounded world, tragically disgraced, and to
describe it as not only loved and saved in God's
grace, but as the very kingdom of God, the noble
paradise God intended it to be, as good now as
it was declared to be in the mists of origins, and
even still the theater of God's problem-solving
faithfulness . However strange it may sound, the
same sacramental-natural presence of Christ that
summons our repentance and offers forgiveness
of sin is the same Christ come to save the torn
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and scorched earth, to heal creation, and to bring
it to its promised restoration and preservation.
Ill. Data for Reorientation

Biblical and theological perspective shows
that Christ is present in sacramental and natural
encounter and that the first question, "Where are
you?" is full of love and grace. The church has, in
many places, demonstrably affirmed and blessed
its location because it expects to meet Christ in
the Word and sacraments. With inspired vision
and great love, Christians have built churches and
gathered around Word and sacrament to let the
promise of God resonate in particular places.
Congregations, camps, and church agencies
may today answer the question of where they are
with greater attention to the surrounding area
and their neighbors. The field of mission studies
has for decades mapped demographic and social
data around the churches. Today geographic data
and mapping software present the opportunity to
see church locations regarding ecosystems, watersheds, greenways, and forests. Today, the church
can map how it belongs to human communities
and to the landscape.
The Evangelical Lutheran Church in America
and many other churches have never yet collected specific geographic data in relationship to
the landscape and environment. For instance, the
ELCA has never surveyed the acreage belonging
to each congregation or church agency. The information is available today, although it would take
a serious collection effort to obtain and organize
it. Nevertheless, the environmental applications of
church acreage data would be many.
Information about which congregations
have faced the question of signing a gas lease in
Pennsylvania, or who is in proximity to wells
gone toxic, would have strategic value. The church
serves those who suffer the effects of fracking as
well as those few who receive gas royalties, but it
knows not its orientation and proximity to both
parties except in theory. We know there must be
churches along the new pipelines built to distribute
fracked gas to a global market, but we do not know
which ones. When an individual church comes to
attention because of problems or ethical questions,
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the wider church expresses concern. But each case
is somehow a separate case, each one left to the
maze of local, state, and federal bureaucracies, the
broiling intensities of community conflict, and the
incessant profit-predation in the market.
By beginning to answer God's first question with specific geographic data, we would put
ourselves into a position to be responsible, like
the churches in our three examples, cited above,
and others. We belong to watersheds that we
share with our human neighbors and the natural ecosystems around us. Our lands around our
churches are part of the migratory paths of birds,
butterflies, mammals, and other species. The trees
on church grounds are part of a wider canopy
that is crucial to curtailing modern desertification. Urban, suburban, and rural re-forestation is
a strategic response to global warming. In farming country, some churches are adjacent to fields
growing proprietary genetically-modified crops
and others are next to organic farmers. Knowing
where we are, specifically, in terms of our geographic location in the land, its ecosystems, and
its economy, will be increasingly important in
the years ahead.
IV. Joining Public Environmental
Restoration and Wilderness Preservation

The church's greening of its own properties begins a reorientation that puts the church
squarely within an important public movement.
It is a movement that goes back at least to June
30, 1864, when President Abraham Lincoln
signed into law a bill that protected 38,400 acres
of land in California. The goal of the law was to
preserve the land from private ownership so that
it could be used for public enjoyment and recreation rather than for individual exploitation. Such
action was unprecedented. The 38,400 acres were
the Yosemite Valley and Mariposa Grove. Lincoln
signed the law on the same day that he broadened
the income tax to pay for the war to preserve the
Union. The remote valley that Lincoln preserved
remained far from the public eye, until decades
later when it became a well-known symbol of
America's natural heritage. It would be a sign of
American desire for health, rest, and sabbath in

the face of industrialization, global conflict, and
public unrest.
A century and two months after Lincoln's
action, on September 3, 1964, President Lyndon
Johnson signed into law a bill that protected nine
million acres of federal land in a new National
Wilderness Preservation System. The Wilderness
Act of 1964 arose from eight years of painstaking legislative work. Its author, Howard Zahniser,
was the son of a Methodist minister from northwestern Pennsylvania. The law said that the
wilderness areas would remain "untrammeled"
by people and development. For Zahniser, the
word "untrammeled" had religious overtones. It
meant space for sabbath, wonder, and worship
and a break in the unbridled consumption of the
landscape.
Today there are 107.5 million acres ofNational
Wilderness and 80 million publicly owned acres
in the National Parks. That is only a fraction of
the 2.3 billion acres of the United States. There
are many sensitive ecological areas that deserve to
be, but are not yet, part of the wilderness system.
There is also a worldwide need to preserve wild
lands from deforestation and habitat destruction . Nevertheless, powerful interests continue to
mow over vast stretches of wilderness, and efforts
emerge in Congress to strip wilderness de signations that stand in the way of immediate profit.
Closely related to the vast national scope of preservation are important state and local efforts to
preserve wild lands and green spaces. In light of
environmental issues that affect us all, preservation of green space is not only a remote rural issue
but also an urban and suburban concern.
Christian churches have seldom engaged the
public fray over wilderness, land, and habitat.
However, some pioneering congregations, church
camps, and other religious institutions have made
steps toward preserving green space and connecting to the environment through their church
property. They are onto something big. The church
must join the public environmental and wilderness preservation efforts, because in a sense it is
already involved. Church lands are thresholds to
the environment and wilderness. The three levels
of congregational greening show that the church is
beginning to move away from exclusively human

orientation and toward a larger sense of the wider
environment. There are profound biblical and
theological roots for that reorientation. To engage
in the biblical-theologically indicated pattern, the
church must collect specific data and draw new,
relevant maps of its place in the landscape. The
reorientation of the church in the environment
and toward wilderness brings renewal in ministry
and new friendships with neighbors. Reoriented
to God, neighbors, and creation, the church may
see its land to be no mere commodity, but as a
valued place for community. f

Gilson A. C. Waldkoenig is Professor of
Chu rch in Society at Lutheran Theological
Seminary at Gettysburg .

Works Cited
Bonhoeffer, Dietrich. Creation and Fall. [org.
1937]. Minneapolis: Augsburg Books, 2007.
Brau, Karen. "Nurturing Beauty and Delight in
Dry Places:' Unpublished Manuscript.
Cosgrove, Ryan. "The Stewardship ofWater:'
Metro Lutheran. September 23, 2010. http://
metrolutheran.org/20 10/09 /the-stewardshipof-water.
_ _ ."Little House of Worship on the Prairie:'
Metro Lutheran. August 26,2010. http://
metrolutheran.org/20 10/08/little-house-ofworship-on-the-prairie.
Mueller, E. W and Giles C. Ekola. Mission in the
American Outdoors. St. Louis: Concordia,
1966.
Tillich, Paul. "Nature and Sacrament;' [org.
1929]. In The Protestant Era. Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1948.
Wilderness Act of 1964. Public Law 88-577.
United States of America.
Trinity 2013

25

PATMOS
No cave, cleft, or ocean shattering bluffs.
The only trumpet "Hot Cross Buns"
blatting from my daughter's open window.
I circle the block to find my messengers:
a whimpering beagle roped to a magnolia,
ear flipped inside out. Cracked rainbow pinwheels,

I
I
'

plaster Nessie in the dandelions, all bought
and positioned for some prophecy of beauty.

,,,,

If only a forsythia opened by my bedroom window,
I would spend a week in resurrection. If only
a birdbath and bench for prayer. Or a cherubim
on the front steps, concrete wings spread
over a basket of trailing lobelia. Who could hide
from that serene, carved smile? But we always enter
through the garage instead: crushed milk bottles,
mud-scabbed boots, jump ropes coiled
with shovels and bikes. They were never meant to lie
in our way. Like it or not, they speak.

Tania Runyan

.
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The Development of Liturgical Artist
Ernst Schwidder
Joel Nickel

I

N SEPTEMBER OF 2011, T HE ARCHIVES OF

liturgical artist Ernst Schwidder arrived at
Valparaiso University, after hitchhiking all the
way from Seattle/Tacoma in the back of a semitrailer loaded with organ pipes. The archives
consisted of 240 three-foot mailing tubes filled with
rolled-up architectural drawings and sketches, plus
boxes of files, records, photos, and slides. Since
Schwidder's art is installed in approximately three
hundred churches across the United States, the only
actual work in the collection was a six-foot crucifix
of carved mahogany, a gift of his daughter, Anna,
to the University's Brauer Museum. This arrival at
Valparaiso University was actually a homecoming
of sorts, for in 1958 Ernst Schwidder became the
first head of the university's Department of Art.
Schwidder's arrival at Valpo amounted to a
serendipitous convergence of creativity. He had
achieved acclaim as a painter with gallery representation in Seattle, where he had earned an MFA at
the University of Washington. His father had been
pastor of Trinity Lutheran Church in Seattle; in
fact, there had been Lutheran pastors in his fam ily since the days of the Reformation. As a student
he went through an agnostic phase, but could not
shake the impact of late French Romanesque and
early Gothic architecture. He loved music, architecture, drawing, and drama and was looking for a way
to put it all together when he met Charles Stade,
the campus architect and designer of the Chapel of
the Resurrection, which was dedicated in 1959, the
year after Schwidder's arrival on campus.
Slowly it came to him that in the cathedral
environment there could be a fusion and stimulation of all the senses: the visual impact of sunlight

through stained glass windows, the lively presence
of sculpted figures and fascinating architectural
detail, the sound of chanting floating through the
soaring vaults, the smell of incense, the taste of
bread and wine, and the brilliant sound of the organ.
It dawned on him that there was a way to combine
all of his interests: religion and theology, the visual
arts, architecture, music, theater, and even writing
(despite his dyslexia). The creative opportunity of
teaching art, planning the art curriculum, exhibiting his own work, along with designing vestments,
banners, and graphical symbols for worship services in the Valparaiso University chapel became
the impetus for his lifelong career. Records indicate
that he designed a maquette (scale model) for the
Christus Rex sculpture over the high altar in the
chapel.
The start of Ernst Schwidder's career as a liturgical artist coincided with the great post-World
War II church building boom. Taking a leave from
Valparaiso University, he went to work as a designer
of chancels and chancel furnishings in the Charles
Stade workshop. In 1963, he gave up his chairmanship to work fulltime with Stade. The Schwidder
family moved to the Pacific Northwest in 1964,
but Schwidder continued to consult, carve, and
work for Stade from the West Coast. During this
transition, he shifted his methods from those of a
painter to those of a sculptor; he worked first with
repousse copper and later with wood carving. He
preferred roughhewn surfaces with chisel marks,
textured for touch. On more than one occasion, he
humorously called himself a "chiseler:'
Describing the developmental shift of his
artistic vision from painting to sculpture, from
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oil paintings of mystic landscapes to the hard and
heavy weight of a sculpted crucifix anchored to the
ground, Schwidder wrote:
As I reminisced about those early years,
a critic's appraisal of my work came to
mind, describing my paintings as "quiet,
poetic ... in which vague images seemed to
float in diffused moonlight-pictures which
embody a personal somber
dream world:' For a while
this was enough, to retreat
from a noisy, bloody, dirty
world into a pantheistic
fantasy.
As conditions and
circumstances began to
change, I reacted with
increasingly explicit images,
particularly with regard
to a deepening religious
concern. The crucifixion
became the seeding dandelion and the resurrection
replaced "solar fertility" in
my pictorial vocabulary. A
greater empathy for people
and an almost evangelistic desire to share
my beliefs led me into the field ofliturgical
art. My work progressed from the painted
image to sculptural forms and then to
architectural sculpture and finally to the
design of the entire building and its furnishings. (Unpublished essay in papers of
Ernst Schwidder)
Most often a Schwidder crucifix contains
the corpus of a dead Jesus, head bent to the side,
seemingly resting on his shoulder. This lifeless
body which paradoxically brings new life seems to
emerge from the wood in a dramatic hint toward
resurrection. The artist makes a direct reference
to Jesus' words in John 12:24: "unless a kernel of
wheat falls to the ground and dies, it remains only
a single seed. But if it dies, it produces many seeds:'
The crucifixion becomes the "seeding dandelion"
which the anti-religious culture cannot eradicate,
even though it in itself is a scandal. "Cursed is
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anyone who hangs on a tree" (Deut. 21:23). But
with Paul we are led to see that God's foolishness
is greater than human wisdom, God's weakness
greater than human strength, and, with an artist like Ernst Schwidder, God's ugliness is more
scintillating than human beauty. Ernst Schwidder
sculpts the theology of the cross.
The architect Le Corbusier described worthy sacred architecture as "ineffable space;' that
about which nothing can be said
because it is beyond words. It
results from appropriate use of
materials, soaring space that uplifts
vision, proportions that embrace
the human person and transfigure
consciousness. There is this ineffable quality in Ernst Schwidder's
work. Visit one of his installations
at St. Joseph Catholic Church,
Summit, Illinois; St. John Lutheran
Church, Lincolnwood, Illinois;
Ascension Lutheran Church, South
Bend, Indiana; St. Paul Lutheran
Church, Mt. Prospect, Illinois;
Peace Memorial United Methodist
Church, Palos Park, Illinois;
St. Mary Catholic Church, Des
Plaines, Illinois; Resurrection Lutheran Church,
Franklin Park, Illinois; or Our Savior Lutheran
Church, Naperville, Illinois among many others.
Believing and seeing go together.
It has been fifteen years since the untimely
death of Ernst Schwidder. It is time for a reassessment of his work as a liturgical artist, that it might
once again revive, encourage, and renew the aesthetic vision of the church. t

Joel Nickel is a retired Lutheran pastor and
active liturgical artist living in Salem, Oregon.
He served parishes in Detroit, Michigan,
Chicago and Champaign, Illinois, and
Stayton, Oregon. He attended the Chicago
Academy of Fine Art and the Oregon School
of Arts and Crafts.

Catholic Church, Summit, IL.
Left middle-top: Stations of the Cross.
St. Yves Catholic Church,

Left middle-bottom: Free-Standing
Chancel Crucifix. Magnolia Lutheran
Church, Seattle, WA.
Left: Altar Carving (detail), Our Savior
Lutheran Church, Naperville, IL.
Above: Processional Cross and Torches.
St. John the Baptist Episcopal Church,
Seattle, WA.
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Far Left: Chancel Cross
St. Matthew Lutheran Church,
Beaverton, OR
Near Left: Chancel Reredos
Spannaway Lutheran Church,
Spannaway, WA
Bottom Left: Reredos
Gloria Dei Lutheran Church,
Rockford, IL
Below: Dove and Font
Lutheran Church of the Resurrection,
Huntington Beach, CA
Bottom Right: Narthex Wall Sculpture
Phinney Ridge Lutheran Church,
Seattle, WA
Right: Bronze Dove
Gloria Dei Lutheran Church,
Rockford, IL
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Hip Hop, Soul Music, and Spaghetti Westerns
Adrian Younge Presents Th e Delfonics
Jennifer Forness

P

AST

AND

PRESENT,

SOUL

MUSIC

AND

spaghetti Westerns meet in Adrian Younge
Presents The Delfonics. Younge's album
takes listeners back to the 1960s to listen to Philly
soul music. But this version of soul is inspired
by classic film scores and filtered through the
rhythms of modern hip-hop. Released in March
by Wax Poetics, this album challenges the expectations of genre. It delivers a new and interesting
sound that artfully respects the past.
Adrian Younge is a young producer, composer, arranger, and performer. He is best
known for his soundtrack to the Blaxploitation
sendup Black Dynamite and for his concept
album Something About April. Younge loves to
tell a story, as you can hear in Ghostface Killah's
Twelve Reasons to Die (Soul Temple, 2012),
which Younge produced. This album demonstrates Younge's interest in combining what seem
to be incongruous musical genres to create something new and relevant. It mixes opera-inspired
storytelling and thug rap with a psychedelic soul
and hip-hop twist.
Younge likes to say that he's "hip-hop forever:' He was raised on hip-hop and credits
hip-hop with introducing him to the music that
he listens to today. As Terry Gross noted in her
March 12, 2013 Fresh Air interview with him,
Adrian Young is the kind of person who listens
to hip-hop and then wants to know more about
the music that was sampled. When he was about
eighteen, Younge's parents gave him an MPC
(music production controller) for Christmas. As
he created samples and beats, he discovered the
artistry behind the sampled music. He also realized that sampling others' work could not always
give him the sounds that he wanted. That spurred
him to learn how to play various instruments to
create these sounds himself.
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One of the groups whose music Younge frequently heard sampled was The Delfonics, the
Philadelphia soul act that began recording in
1966. William Hart was the lead singer for the
vocal trio, and his plaintive falsetto is a highlight of their sound. Produced by Thorn Bell, the
Delfonics helped solidify the Philadelphia soul
sound characterized by nuanced backbeats, lush
strings, and smooth vocals.
"La-la (Means I Love You)" is the most popular of The Delfonics' songs. It sold over one
million copies and reached number four on the
Billboard charts in 1968. It features the smooth
high strings and easy-going drum backbeat that
exemplify the Philly Soul sound. Hart's silky falsetto is featured during the verse which is kept
fresh and innovative through quarter-note triplet
hits in the drums. The chorus starts in unison
with a series of descending "las" and blossoms
into harmony on "I love you." If "La-la (Means
I Love You)" is the quintessential Delfonics
love song, then "Didn't I (Blow Your Mind This
Time)" is their perfect breakup song. Hart's pinning falsetto on this track, which won a Grammy
for best R&B Performance, laments everything
that he has given to his girl. The unexpected
hits in the drums add to the anguish, while the
strings and piano heighten the sense of romance
gone wrong.
Not only did the Delfonics inspire other soul
groups, they also became the source of samples for many hip-hop artists. A quick survey
on www.whosampled.com returns ninety-six
different tracks that used samples from The
Delfonics and thirty-eight different cover versions of their songs. "Ready or Not Here I Come
(Can't Hide From Love)" is one of the most
freque ntly sampled. The original starts with a
string ostinato and powerful low brass riff that

provide a strong beat and appeals to hip-hop artists. Younge became interested in The Delfonics
through samples he heard in recordings by the
Wu- Tang Clan and others.
As Younge further explored the music of the
1960s, he became acquainted with the music of
Ennio Morricone, the great Italian composer.
Morricone became famous in the United States
for his spaghetti Western
soundtracks on such
notable films as A Fistful
of Dollars and The Good,
the Bad and the Ugly.
He is also well-known
for
his
soundtracks
to
The
Untouchables
and Cinema Paradiso.
Quentin Tarantino has
reused
Morricone's
music extensively in his
films. Younge is fascinated with Morricone's
use of bells, whistles,
fuzz guitar, and percussion effects. In the Fresh
Air interview, Younge
explains that "to me, the Ennio Morricone kind
of sound is a derivative of soul music. A lot of
Ennio Morricone's music, it's very soulful, very
cinematic, and very psychedelic... You don't
usually hear those types of sounds in today's
music, but when you hear those sounds, it takes
you back to the music I like the best: organic
music that is composed by real composers at a
time when recording was at its height, which I
believe was around like '68 to '73."
Intrigued by the storytelling in Morricone's
film scores, Younge wanted to create an album
that travels "back in time to about '69 to compete with the other soul groups that a.re out
there." Through Twitter, Younge connected with
The Delfonics' singer William Hart, and the two
collaborated to create Adrian Younge Presents
The Delfonics. Younge composed and performed
the background music on the album, while Hart
wrote the lyrics and sang lead vocals. Recorded
in Younge's fully analog studio, the album was
made on the same type of equipment used in

the original Delfonics' recordings. The result is
a neo-soul record with a hip-hop and spaghetti
Western twist.
The first track, "Stop and Look (And You
Have Found Love);' makes the album's premise
clear. It opens with an electric bass and drum
lick whose dotted rhythms and syncopation are
hallmarks of hip-hop grooves. Hart enters with
his haunting falsetto; the
Morricone cymbals and
bell tree entreat you to
"stop and look" to find
love. Gone are the lush
strings and horns of
the Thorn Bell era. They
are replaced instead by
Hart's lone solo, a fast
shuffle in the drums,
and an echo in the piano
part. Hart's falsetto is still
strong forty years later,
although he sometimes
struggles to hit his highest notes. But that slight
vocal strain only adds to
the tension in the song.
Hart continually asks the listener to stop and
look and realize that love hasn't gone anywhere.
He is reminding us that he and his music haven't
gone away either; they've been here with us the
whole time.
"Just Love" is another track that embodies
Younge's Morricone-soul sound. The chimes and
fuzz guitar bring the drama of movie Westerns,
while the background vocals, baritone sax, and
Hammond organ recall the smooth sound of
the original 1960s Delfonics trio. The rhythm
of the lyrics brings the song up to date. Hart
and female vocalist Saudia Mills almost sound
like they are spinning freestyle rhymes with the
syncopation of the lyrics. The combination of
timbres and rhythms convince the listener that
this album is soul music updated to today's hiphop standards.
The Delfonics have had a long and rich history. Their Billboard-topping songs propelled
the Philly soul sound to the national stage.
Their catchy riffs and smooth singing continue
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to captivate hip-hop producers. Adrian Younge
takes The Delfonics' signature sounds and reimagines them for today's listeners. Fans of the
original Delfonics will cheer to hear William
Hart's sensuous falsetto again in modern,
updated tracks. Hip-hop artists and producers
will continue to find catchy beats and sounds to
reuse and remix in their own music. And a new

generation of listeners will become fans of the
Delfonics through Adrian Younge. ;

Jennifer Forness is choir director at Fisher
Middle School and Ewing High School in
Ewing, New Jersey. She lives in Princeton,
New Jersey with her husband and baby girl.
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This door half flowers
half wood in back some horse
dripping with saliva
wishes it was born dead
-the knob won't turn
though the sun's nearby
exhausted, wobbles
the way even light
withers, reaches an end
limps till the room
fits between your jaws
-they never let go
still drink from a bowl
that doesn't move anymore
bends open for dirt
as if you had no thirst
no arms left or side to side.

11
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lan McEwan 's Sweet Tooth
Julien C. H. Smith

T

HE BEST NINETEEN PAGES OF IAN MCEWAN's

most recent novel Sweet Tooth are the
final nineteen pages. Up until this point,
the story held my interest, but didn't quite manage to grab me with both hands, glue me to the
chair, and compel me to read long into the night.
On the surface, the novel seems like it should be
a page-turner. The opening paragraph promises a
first-hand account of a failed spy and her ruined
lover.

My name is Serena Frome (rhymes with
plume) and almost forty years ago I was
sent on a secret mission for the British
Security Service. I didn't return safely.
Within eighteen months of joining I
was sacked, having disgraced myself and
ruined my lover, though he certainly had
a hand in his own undoing. (1)
Thus one might expect a tale the likes of which
Ian Fleming or John Le Carre might spin. And
yet, while McEwan paints a realistic and fascinating portrait of the inner workings of MIS, Britain's
domestic security agency, Miss Frome's mission
itself seems rather unimportant. Yes, the love story
is believable, but does the world need yet another
love story? Where are the themes such as forgiveness and atonement that one might expect from a
novel by Mr. McEwan? In short, as I finished the
penultimate chapter of Sweet Tooth, I pondered
whether this novel contained anything of substance.
Nineteen pages later, with a mixture of surprise, happiness, and relief, I realized how wrong I
had been. The final chapter of this novel forced me
to ask whether I had understood what this story
was about. I realized immediately that I needed to
re-read it closely and with a different set of spec-

tacles, or more precisely from a different point of
view. Through this process of re-reading I have
become convinced that Ian McEwan's brilliant
novel is, at its core, profoundly about atonement,
forgiveness, and above all, grace.
The narrator, Serena Frome, is a young
woman who, after a largely quiet adolescence,
goes to Cambridge University in the late 1960s to
take a degree in maths. Although she would have
preferred to study English, her mildly controlling mother thought otherwise. Studying English
appeals to Serena because she is madly and superficially in love with books. She reads voraciously
and quickly; her only interest, or rather her only
need, is to be able to find characters and situations believable, or at least believable enough that
she can imagine herself inhabiting the narrative.
She confesses, "I was vulgar to want it, but I liked
someone to say 'Marry me' by the end" (6).
Although Serena soon discovers that she is
not really that good at maths, her appetite for fiction opens up an unexpected opportunity. The
editor of a magazine invites her to write a breezy
column about what she has read during the past
week. Eventually Serena discovers Aleksandr
Solzhenitsyn and her columns begin to lose their
chatty vapid conviviality in favor of earnest but
unreadable diatribes against Communism. The
editor fires her, but Serena's newfound political
consciousness comes to the attention of a history professor and former MIS operative, Tony
Canning. The two have a passionate summer love
affair that ends disastrously when Tony accuses
Serena of attempting to bring their affair to the
attention of his wife. Crushed by losing her lover
and despairing of employment prospects, Serena
decides she may as well take an interview with
MIS that Tony has obtained for her. She gets the
job but is shocked to learn that she will be doing
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little more than clerical work: in 1972, the glass
her mission is simply to convince Tom to accept a
generous pension of £2,000 a year, Serena and Tom
ceiling hangs low at Leconfield House.
Serena's dull, bleak life continues for a time,
become lovers. Each weekend for the next several
months, Serena takes the train down to Brighton
split between copying memos, pub-crawling with
her co-worker Shirley, and reading alone; howwhere the two establish a routine of frequent and
ever, a few mysteries slowly begin to complicate
passionate love-making, drinking, and writing.
Serena, however, becomes
the narrative. One day Serena
receives a letter relating the
more acutely aware with every
news that Tony has died: after
weekend trip that she is living a lie and that she faces an
retiring from Cambridge, he
impossible choice. To mainleft his wife of thirty years
tain her cover is fundamentally
and moved to a remote island
to betray the trust of a man she
in the Baltic. He does so not
because of his affair with
is coming more and more to
love. To come clean is to betray
Serena but because he has cancer, a disease in 1970s Britain
her country, throw away her
career, and most likely lose her
possessing the social stigma of
lover as well.
AIDS in 1990s America. Tony
Against the backdrop
had fabricated the accusation
of their growing love and
that Serena had tried to wreck
Serena's mounting anxiety,
his marriage in order to proTom begins to achieve astontect her from watching him
ishing literary success. In
die a lonely and miserable
a remarkably brief span of
death. Not long later, Serena
time, his first novel is puband Shirley are given an
lished,
nominated for and
undercover assignment, durJonathan Cape, 2012.
then receives a prestigious
ing which Serena uncovers,
prize for literature. Despite his meteoric rise,
beneath a bed topped by a blood-soaked mattress,
Tom confesses the following secret to Serena
a scrap of newspaper inscribed with Tony's initials
on Christmas Eve: "He didn't have an idea, not
and the name of the island in the Baltic to which
even a scrap of an idea, for another novel and he
he retired, Kumlinge. What can this mean? Is the
doubted that he ever would" (213). Yet, after the
dried blood evidence of torture? Is the scrap of
two briefly separate for Christmas holiday, Tom
paper a message to Serena from Tony? Other mysreturns suddenly, inspired to write, sometimes
teries begin to surface: Serena finds evidence that
churning out 1S,OOO words a day. He reveals
she is being watched; Shirley is ordered to spy on
nothing to Serena about the subject of his new
Serena, then summarily fired from MIS without
novel, but promises to let her read it when comapparent cause.
Soon, Serena is offered the chance to participlete. Tom is also possessed with an even greater
passion for Serena. Even as their love-making
pate in another undercover operation, code name
acquires newfound intensity, their commitment
"Sweet Tooth:' MIS plans to recruit writers who evito each other deepens, and finally, they declare
dence anti-Communist sympathies and offer them
their love for one another. Serena is tortured by
fat pensions so they can write. Serena is to pose as
the knowledge that she must confess the truth
an employee of a non-governmental foundation,
to
Tom, and that when she does their love will
Freedom International; MIS's involvement must
end. The end of the novel's penultimate chapter
remain well hidden, lest the integrity of the writers
finds Serena in Tom's empty apartment. She has
appear compromised. Serena's target is Tom Haley,
traveled one final time to Brighton in an attempt
an essayist and short-story writer, who is a lecturer
finally to explain herself to the lover she has
in English at the University of Sussex. Although
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betrayed. On the kitchen table she finds a parcel
tied up in brown paper and string, and on top of
that a letter addressed to her.
The final chapter of Sweet Tooth is comprised
of Tom's letter to his lover, and as Serena reads
it, the previous narrative replays itself in a way
that neither she nor the reader had perceived.
Without giving away all the novel's secrets, I must
mention three important items found in the letter. First, Tom relates that he knows Serena has
been working as an undercover agent for MIS
as part of operation Sweet Tooth and has been
aware of this secret far longer than Serena knows.
Upon learning the truth, Tom at first is filled with
rage, then is struck by a revelation:
This wasn't, or wasn't only, a calamitous
betrayal and personal disaster. I'd been
too busy being insulted by it to see it for
what it was-an opportunity, a gift. I was
a novelist without a novel, and now luck
had tossed my way a tasty bone, the bare
outline of a useful story. There was a spy
in my bed, her head was on my pillow,
her lips were pressed to my ear. .. Events
would decide the plot. The characters
were ready-made. I would invent nothing, only record. I'd watch you at work. I
too could be a spy. (289)
The first forty pages of his new novel pour out
of Tom in a frenzy, but they are worthless. He
cannot find his voice. More accurately, he realizes that his voice is not the one to tell this tale.
Again, in his own words:
This story wasn't for me to tell. It was
for you. Your job was to report back to
me. I had to get out of my skin and into
yours. I needed to be translated, to be
a transvestite, to shoehorn myself into
your skirts and heels, into your knickers,
and carry your white glossy handbag on
its shoulder strap. On my shoulder. Then
start talking, as you. Did I know you
well enough? Clearly not. Was I a good
enough ventriloquist? Only one way to
find out. (291)

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -- - - - - - - -

The remaining pages of the letter, in which
Tom the spy describes the task of researching and
writing this novel through the eyes of his betrayer,
are the most gripping pages of McEwan's entire
novel. When we reach the end, we discover the letter's third and perhaps most important revelation.
The parcel wrapped up in paper is Tom's
novel. He has not given it to a publisher and has
made no carbon copy. He wishes to publish it one
day when all concerned are clear of the Official
Secrets Act, but only with her permission. Serena
has given Tom the gift of this novel, and he is giving it back to her. The fate of the novel, no less
than the fate of their relationship, lies quite literally in her hands. She can, if she wishes, "throw it
to the flames" (301). And so Tom ends his letter,
and the novel, with this plea: "Dearest Serena, it's
up to you" (301).
n the theological vocabulary of the Christian
tradition, God's unmerited favor toward
humankind is understood as grace. Grace is
the word we use to refer to God's gift of Christ,
a gift we do not deserve but which enables forgiveness and reconciliation. This gift is moreover
unexpected: we are, or ought to be, surprised by
it. Tom's gift of his novel to his betrayer is no less
surprising, no less unmerited, and no less effective at enabling forgiveness and reconciliation.
What kind of gift can make whole what justice has
destroyed? What kind of gift can offer the possibility of forgiveness?
Ponder for a moment what is needed in order
for forgiveness to occur. Picture yourself as a child
standing before your parents, having been caught
doing something naughty. "Do you have anything
to say for yourself?" they ask. The question might
intend to cow you into silence, but it might also
aim to elicit your side of the story in the hope that
perhaps some extenuating circumstance might
explain your bad behavior. Justice often is not
blind; sometimes it must see clearly the whole
story before it can assign guilt and offer forgiveness. Tom's novel attempts to see clearly into the
mind of Serena in the hope that he might come to
understand her betrayal in a different light.
Surprisingly, the novel also turns out to be
Tom's gift to himself. Of course, his only motives

I
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in the beginning are vengeance and self-interest:
to capitalize upon his betrayer's infidelity, ruining
her and producing a great novel in the bargain.
But, he confesses to Serena, he had not reckoned
what the process of inhabiting Serena's mind and
body would do to him. In seeking to know her,
he comes to love her. In coming to love her, he is
finally able to give her the gift she has longed for
her whole life: a novel that ends in a marriage proposal. In writing this novel, Tom himself finds a
way to forgive the woman who has betrayed him.
The novel's last sentence is Tom's plea to
Serena, both to accept the novel and to start their
relationship afresh. Does she accept? We do not
know, and there are worrying hints that in fact
they never see each other again, but we have to
remind ourselves that these hints are from Tom's
pen, written before the story's end. They don't tell
us what Serena knows to have happened in the
future, only what Tom imagines might happen.
As a biblical theologian, I cannot resist drawing an analogy to the ending of Mark's Gospel.
That narrative ends with an angel at the empty
tomb of Jesus instructing the two Marys and
Salome to tell Jesus' disciples that he has risen
from the dead. Then the Evangelist writes, "So
they went out and fled from the tomb, for terror
and amazement had seized them; and they said
nothing to anyone, for they were afraid" (Mark
16:8). Not unlike this novel Sweet Tooth , Mark's
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Gospel ends on a surprising note: an unexpected
and potentially life-changing discovery followed by an unknown response. How will these
women-the two Marys, Salome, and Serenarespond? This question is intended, I believe, to
prompt us to re-read the text, asking, "What did I
miss?" In doing so, we indeed discover much that
we had not noticed, but we must finally admit that
we can never definitively determine the response
of any of these women: the three women at the
tomb are lost to history, and Serena of course
only exists in the mind of Ian McEwan. Can we
ever know whether this stunning revelation, this
gracious gift, achieved its hoped-for reconciliation? The very fact that we can indeed read the
ending of Mark's Gospel suggests that the women
overcame their fear and proclaimed the Good
News. Likewise, the fact that I hold in my hand
Tom's novel is, I believe, McEwan's way of suggesting that in the end this surprising act of grace
does indeed open up the door to forgiveness and
reconciliation. 't

Julien C. H. Smith is Assistant Professor of
Humanities and Theology in Christ College
at Valparaiso University.

MANNERS
for Salome

There are some things you just don't put
on a platter. The blood pools in the basin like a special
sauce, the kind of garnish you might push around
with a napkin at a long, late banquet while your mother
and stepfather feed each other grapes in the candlelight.
The platter was Salome's embellishment, she
the artist, the dancer, the interpreter of her mother's quest,
the head of John the Baptist. You see, there are some
things you just don't put on a platter:
A girl, satiating the appetites of a hall full
of men with her dance. Such a small rebellion,
like scooping up food with a spoon
instead of fork and knife.

Heidi Thorsen
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Roger Ebert
An Appreciation of A Critic and A Teacher
Tyler Beane

0

N APRIL

4, 2013, A GIANT OF PRINT

film criticism died. Roger Ebert was
the Chicago Sun- Times chief film critic
for forty-five years, right up until the time of his
death. In 1975, he became the first film critic to
win the Pulitzer Prize for Criticism. But Ebert
will be best remembered for turning his thumb
into the main character of his PBS film-review
show At the Movies. His thumb-along with the
one belonging to his television partner, friend,
and rival at the Chicago Tribune, Gene Siskelbecame so influential that studios often would
feature them on the posters of their movies if they
were so lucky as to receive the "two thumbs up"
accolade.
Later in life, when cancers, radiation, and
unsuccessful surgeries robbed Ebert of his health
and iconic speaking voice, he found a new outlet for his voice in blog form. Ebert expanded
the repertoire of his subject from film to include
politics, literature, science, philosophy, religion,
and autobiography. An online community grew
around "Roger Ebert's Journal:' Sometimes a single blog post would inspire 1,500 comments, and
Ebert, always up for a good discussion, read them
all. We know this because he often would answer
the 1,4991h comment.
You may already have read one of the many
obituaries floating around the web or in print. This
appreciation may have a different tone, since I am
writing it in Ebert's preferred point of view: the
first person. When defending his use of the first
person in his reviews, Ebert frequented quoted
a sentence from a book by Robert Warshaw: ''A
man goes to the movies. A critic must be honest enough to admit he is that man :' Ebert never
shied away from describing his feelings as the
man writing the review of a movie, and it is this
honesty that I want to celebrate.
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I never met the man, I never had any personal correspondence with him, and I never
participated in the online community of his blog.
But Ebert was more than just a film critic to me,
someone whose advice I heeded on whether or
not I should see a movie.
A week after Ebert died, I was having a conversation with a friend about the movies we had
seen recently. The subject drifted to Ebert's passing, and I shared how I had never felt such grief
at the death of a public, cultural figure. I said that
I would miss Ebert's views not only on movies
but on life. Not familiar with Ebert's writing, my
friend challenged me: "What does a man who sits
on a couch and watches movies for a living know
about life? You sound as if you're grieving the
death of a great teacher!" He started laughing, and
I joined in. Yet, the more I thought about what my
friend said, the more I realized two things: One,
you really can glean a great deal about life from
the movies. Ebert did, and he passed on what
he learned in his writings. And two, Ebert was
a great teacher: Ebert taught me that we can use
films to help us live better lives.
Roger Ebert thought that movies, at their
best, produce elevation and empathy in us. Let me
explain what I mean by elevation. For years when
Ebert was asked, "How do you know a movie is
great?" He could only reply that he gets a tingling
in his spine-a visceral reaction to the movie.
Then he discovered research done by psychologists on the subject of elevation. In a blog post
called, "I Feel Good, I Knew That I Would;' Ebert
links to a Slate article which quotes University
of Virginia moral psychologist Jonathan Haidt,
who coined the term "elevation:' Haidt writes,
"Powerful moments of elevation sometimes seem
to push a mental 'reset button; wiping out feelings
of cynicism and replacing them with feelings of

hope, love, and optimism, and a sense of moral
inspiration" (January 4, 2009, citing Yaffe 2008).
These feelings are connected to a physical stimulation of the vagus nerve, which is the only nerve
starting in the brainstem and reaching down
below the head to the neck, chest, and abdomen.
Equipped with the scientific explanation for
his feelings of elevation, Ebert went on in the
blog post to talk about
the kind of movie
moment that produced this feeling in
him. He said, "It seems
to come not through
messages or happy
endings or sad ones,
but in moments when
characters we believe
in -even an animated
robot garbage man
[Wall-E)-achieve
something good. I
have observed before
that we live in a box
of space and time,
and movies can open a window in the box. One
human life, closely observed, is everyone's life.
In the particular is the universal. . . Elevation
may be the emotion caused when we see people
giving themselves up, if only for a moment, to
caring about others:' Ebert searched for elevation in films; something that could overcome his
cynicism and crack open his heart to experience
hope, love, and empathy. Behind "character" and
"script;' Ebert sensed real persons and real experiences. His reviews would pulse with the passion
he had for the film, but also with the passion he
had gained for living life well outside the film. Life
is well lived when we have compassion for others
with different life experiences than our own.
It is this passionate and compassionate quality
in his writing that drew me to his reviews. Ebert
was not trained in film theory; his bachelor's
degree from the University of Illinois at UrbanaChampaign was in journalism. He was dismissed
in some film criticism circles for inserting too
much emotion into his reviews, for describing
the films and his reaction to them rather than

analyzing their mise-en-scene. But growing up, I
checked Ebert's website every Friday for reviews
of newly released films and for new "Great Movie"
features about his favorite films. I would go to
David Bordwell's blog for a close analysis of a
film's visual style. I went to Ebert because, unlike
any other reviewer I have known, he understood
that the greatest films produced elevation and
empathy in a viewer.
Ebert did not like watching
films alone. "Movies;' he said
often, "are an evenf' They are
meant to be watched in one sitting in the presence of others.
In the above blog post, Ebert
said, ''And during a film where
you hold your breath, the more
breaths being held, the more
powerful it seems:' Feelings
of elevation and empathy are
most powerful when those
feelings are shared.
Ebert had empathy not
just for film characters but
also for underdog filmmakers.
He taught me to lift up the unnoticed and the outsider as worthy of our attention. Although Ebert
was not willing to commit to belief in the existence
of God, he learned the value of having compassion for others from the nuns who taught him as
part of his Catholic upbringing. In his vocation as
film critic, Ebert lived out Jesus' command to love
thy neighbor as thyself by lifting up the unnoticed, the outsider, and the underdog in the film
world. He believed that every person involved
in the making of films was his neighbor, and he
advocated on behalf of filmmakers who had made
great films but were languishing in obscurity. He
saw it as his duty to connect talented filmmakers
from around the world with a greater audience.
As perhaps the most prominent American film
critic of his time, Ebert's recommendations had
great weight with his vast reader- and viewership.
He was able to single-handedly pull filmmakers
out of the shadows and into the public eye.
One notable example was Steve James's
1994 documentary Hoop Dreams. Hoop Dreams
followed the lives of two inner-city-Chicago,
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African-American children and their families in their quest for basketball stardom. Ebert
exclaimed on his television show, "This is one
of the best films about American life I have ever
seen:' Ebert called it one of the best films of 1994
and later one of the best films of the decade. Siskel
and Ebert both advocated for it to be nominated
for an Oscar nomination for "Best Picture" and, at
the very least, for "Best DocumentarY:' The film
was snubbed for both. After the snubbing, Ebert
shamed the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and
Sciences by revealing the corrupt practices of
the documentary voters who effectively blocked
Hoop Dreams from getting a nomination. Ebert's
advocacy helped the film receive greater press
coverage and helped more people experience this
intimate portrait of two kids battling the odds to
live out their dreams. Ebert said of the film: "The
greatest value of film is that it helps us break out
of our boxes of time and space and empathize
with other people, it lets us walk in someone else's
shoes. Hoop Dreams ... gave me that gift" (Roger
Ebert & The Movies, February 26, 2000).
Ebert gave me many gifts, gifts of films I might
never have seen if he had not recommended them
to me. In these films, I had experiences of elevation and empathy and even divine connection.
Many of these films I count among my favorites
of all time: Paris, Texas; The Decalogue; Thirteen
Conversations About One Thing; The Up Series;
A Sunday in the Country. These were all foreign
films or independent films or documentaries that
I most likely would never have run across in theaters.
But Ebert's greatest gift to me was the understanding that films could help me live a better
life, a life of empathy and compassion. I knew
this in my gut, but when I was a teenager, Ebert
expressed this in words of wisdom scattered
across his writing. I will miss Ebert dearly; he was
a great teacher.
I'll leave Ebert with the last word: "I believe
a good critic is a teacher. He doesn't have the
answers, but he can be an example of the pro-
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cess of finding your own answers. He can notice
things, explain them, place them in any number
of contexts, ponder why some 'work' and others
never could. He can urge you toward older movies to expand your context for newer ones. He can
examine how movies touch upon individual lives,
and can be healing, or damaging. He can defend
them, and regard them as important in the face
of those who are 'just looking for a good time:
He can argue that you will have a better time at a
better movie. We are all allotted an unknown but
finite number of hours of consciousness. Maybe
a critic can help you spend them more meaningfully" (September 18, 2008). ;-

Tyler Beane is Intern Pastor at First United
Methodist Church and Zion Lutheran Church
in The Dalles, Oregon.
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The Branding of Marriage Equality
David Lott

T

HE CRATE AND BARREL CATALOG I RECEIVED

in the mail a few months ago had a decidedly
different look to it. The format and layout
were more or less the same. The simple sans-serif
logo was unchanged. And the household products
advertised were of a piece with past offerings. The
difference, rather, was in the people pictured. On
the first inside spread were two handsome and
youthful men eating a meal together in an impeccably furnished home. On other pages, the two were
shown in the kitchen and living room. There were
no overt scenes of physical contact-or a bedroom
setting-but the catalog's message made it clear
that these two were not just buddies hanging out.
They were a cohabiting couple. The implicit message was that Crate and Barrel is the perfect retailer
for anyone seeking household products that convey
good taste and who has disposable income. The gay
couple was meant to be a commercial symbol for
affluence and style.
Although Crate and Barrel is not the first
retailer to feature same-sex couples in its promotional materials, it may be the most prominent.
Typically, when men are paired together in advertising, they are placed in a business or sports
setting with no romantic overtones. Now, however, if a stylish ad in the right magazine shows two
men reading to kids on the couch, the discerning
reader will detect a same-sex couple. Advertising
campaigns featuring both gay and lesbian samesex relationships are sure to continue, and they will
be complemented by depictions of same-sex couples in television programs such as ABC's Modern
Family. The message is reinforced when an NBA
basketball star like Jason Collins announces he is
gay on the cover of Sports Illustrated.
This new willingness to show same-sex couples
in corporate advertising has been hailed by many
as the latest victory in the fight for equal treatment

of gays, lesbians, and other sexual minorities in
US society. By increasing the visibility of people
in diverse relationship and family settings, the
argument goes, we are not only painting a more
realistic portrait of the lives of Americans, but
also building social acceptance for the rights of
sexual minorities, including the right to marriage
equality. Indeed, polls indicate small but growing majorities of Americans now support social
equality and marriage rights for lesbians and
gays. But do these new trends in media, advertising, and marketing deserve anything but praise
from those of us who favor social and legal equality for same-sex couples? The answer may be less
obvious than some believe.
The Supreme Court is poised as this article appears to render decisions on two cases in
which same-sex unions may well be affirmed
in ways unimaginable only a few years ago. On
March 26, the Supreme Court heard the first
case, which concerns California's Proposition 8
ballot initiative that seeks to bar same-sex marriage in the state. That same day, Facebook users
discovered that many of the pictures in their
"friends" list had turned red and pink. In place of
the usual profile photos, brightly colored equals
signs began to pop up. They were meant to represent the potentially life-altering significance of
the high court's impending verdicts. Before long,
the signs were being embellished and transformed. Some were supplemented by pictures
of the Sesame Street Muppets Bert and Ernie or
the Peanuts cartoon characters Peppermint Patty
and Marcie. Others were reconfigured: the horizontal slashes of the equals sign became oblong
wedding rings and inspirational texts were added
supporting marriage equality. Within hours, the
equals sign became a cultural meme with a life
of its own .
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What many who posted the equals sign did
not realize was that the symbol was the logo of a
nonprofit corporation. It was generated and distributed by the Human Rights Campaign (HRC),
the nation's leading advocacy group promoting
GLBT (gay-lesbian-bisexual-transgender) rights.
The pink and red equals signs are a variation on
HRC's standard brand insignia, a yellow equals
sign on a navy-blue background.
Why should this matter? HRC has been very
effective at popularizing its logo to attract atten-

The advocacy groups have been
careful to promote images of gay
people who are well-groomed
and successful, loving and
responsible, wholly respectable
and, yes, unthreatening.

tion to its existence. One can hardly criticize the
group for its amazing fundraising successes, which
demonstrate the considerable skill of its staff and
leadership. But a closer look at the organization has
led many observers to conclude that HRC deserves
minimal credit for securing GLBT rights. More
than anything, the group seems to excel at making
itself known. In other words, HRC is great at promoting HRC, and with its red-and-pink-enhanced
logo appearing all over Facebook and elsewhere on
the Internet, HRC probably had its most successful
week ever promoting the HRC brand.
Of course, the benefits to HRC don't nullify any changes of heart on marriage equality or
rays of hope to the marginalized that result from
broad distribution of the logo. The pace at which
hearts and minds are changing on these issues
is truly extraordinary. This is partly the result of
much social and political activism over the past
five decades, but less recognized is the role that
has been played by the creation and marketing of
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images and stories about gays and lesbians. These
efforts, too, have helped transform public opinion
and public policies.
Particularly since the rise of the AIDS crisis in
the 1980s, HRC and many other GLBT organizations have carefully attempted to craft the public's
perception of gay persons and couples. While
respecting racial, ethnic, and gender diversity,
the advocacy groups have been careful to promote images of gay people who are well-groomed
and successful, loving and responsible, wholly
respectable and, yes, unthreatening-the sorts of
folks you would love to have as friends and nextdoor neighbors. However, this image-crafting has
not been entirely inclusive. You won't find many
stories about or photos of "bears" (burly, bearded
gay men) or "butch" -looking lesbians. These
images do not project the desired public persona,
even though such persons represent a significant
part of the overall diversity of GLBT folk.
Moreover, while celebrities increasingly lend
their names and images to these campaigns, you
rarely see or hear from poor, elderly, displaced, or
disabled gay and lesbian people. We all know that
a corporation, a political party, or a professional
association will promote itself to a mainstream
audience by selecting spokespersons who represent the aspirations of its targeted demographic.
Even religious organizations seek appropriately
pleasing public images to attract newcomers and
maintain its membership. Care is taken to ensure
the presence of persons of color, varying age
cohorts, and the equal representation of men and
women. But don't expect to see many poor people
or anyone who isn't tailored to a certain level of
polish. Instead, cast your eyes upon people not
unlike those buff, handsome, well-clothed men in
the Crate and Barrel catalog.
Fine, you may say. That is the nature of marketing in our contemporary world; what's the
problem? For me, it is this: GLBT people and their
rights are being sold to the rest of the country like
a product; the altered HRC logo is a brand for that
product. It pushes real persons out of the way and
erects in their place a fa<;:ade intended to attract
attention to itself. The ideal of equality is promoted and sold to the public on the promise that
it will generate social outcomes that reflect almost

exactly the ideals of contemporary American
consumerism. It becomes the equivalent of a new
dining set or bedroom suite. To achieve this end,
GLBT people are sanitized and sanctified, transformed into something barely recognizable to
themselves. Indeed, many feel inferior or unacceptable if they do not conform to the images
intended to comfort and reassure their straight
neighbors and coworkers. HRC abets this destructive process by purveying and promoting the very
images that distort the ideal of equality it purports
to champion. It has commodified and repackaged those it claims to represent and sold a "new,
improved" gay lifestyle to the larger American
public.
This was perhaps inevitable. It is how African
Americans have been integrated more fully into
American public life; the same is increasingly happening with Latinos, Asians, and biracial couples.
Thus progress against societal marginalization is
measured more by visibility in marketing plans
than by actual participation in civil society and
contribution to the common good.
But why must we disconnect the decades-long
effort to achieve equal rights from the challenge of
social ethics advanced against consumerist values?
Must the work of progressive theological circles
and public-advocacy groups always be undercut
by glossy ads and professional PR?

What do those men in the Crate and Barrel
catalog represent: two humans worthy of respect
for their loving relationship or dollar signs on
the asset side of a corporate spreadsheet? Do we
secretly love these images? Shouldn't we at least
recognize how they are often used against vital
causes we support? Make no mistake, GLBT
people have paid a terrible price for being denied
marriage equality and other key rights, but all of
us are paying a terrible price for the methods currently used to reach this critical turning point. We
have been lured by images and values that turn
high ideals into glittering prizes. HRC and Crate
and Barrel are not the enemy, but if they expect
to be regarded as true agents of justice, they need
to reach for more diversely representative methods and images that uphold marriage equality as
a right to be defended, rather than a brand to be
endorsed. t

David Lott is a religious book editor and a
graduate of St. Olaf College and Luther
Seminary. He lives in Washington, DC, where
he does freelance editing and writing.
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Work and Motherhood
The Truth about Making Choices
Agnes R. Howard

W

HEN MY SON WAS IN PRESCHOOL HE

was asked what he wanted to be when
he grew up and he said, ''A robot:'
His reply was both absurd and sensible. No,
he can't grow up to be a robot (a cyborg, maybe,
though that is a different conversation) . But he
was answering a familiar question very reasonably in light of repeated assurances that "you
can be anything you want to be." That promise
has some roots in democratic pedagogy, since
Americans need not grow up to be butcher,
baker, or banker just because Dad was. It became
more universal after women's advances in the
1970s; "You can be anything you want to be"
became a way of saying girls could be anything
they wanted, could be something other than secretary, schoolteacher, or mom.
Of course, you can't be anything you want to
be for all kinds of reasons. In the past few decades,
contention over worthy life paths for women has
centered on the tension between career and fam ily. But before long the question arose, what do
women want? When women were presumed to
care most about their husbands and children,
demanding work was thought to come only at the
risk of detracting from happy relationships. This
was a trade some working women were willing
to make. More recent backlash hints that while
young women embrace education, challenging
jobs, positions of power, and superior pay, these
do not compensate for the loss of domestic happiness. Our current tentative consensus confirms
that while work and family both are attractive
and may be possible to have together, women can
choose to emphasize one or the other.
Sheryl Sandberg, who blazed a career at
the US Treasury, Google, and Facebook, wants
women to think about that balance afresh. She
wants more women in leadership posts. Her
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new book, Lean In: Women, Work, and the Will
to Lead (Knopf, 2013), makes this case. Much
of it presents garden-variety go-getter counsel.
Commit yourself fully to work you love; worry
about smart business moves more than finding a
mentor; set your own boundaries for personal life
and work; push yourself to participate and exert
influence; don't shrink. It is not gendered advice
per se, except that Sandberg anticipates women
particularly need it for two reasons. Women need
to hear this because their socialization plus lingering inequities predispose them to hang back or
defer. And this advice claims a hearing since some
conspicuous women in recent years-highly educated and full of potential-have hedged about
professional engagement because it threatened
to complicate, even foreclose, family life. AnneMarie Slaughter's article "Why Women Still Can't
Have it All'' in The Atlantic last year provoked
controversy over this admission.
This is Sandberg's particular pique. Sure
ladies, she concedes, you someday may want to
have a family and someday may need to adjust
your job to accommodate it, but deal with that
problem later, rather than compromising in your
young years when horizons are broad and no
babies are in the house yet. Structural hurdles
still impede progress, but women should not
make things worse for themselves by imposing
their own interior obstacles. Sandberg insists
that "women can pursue professional success
and personal fulfillment-and freely choose one,
or the other or both:'
Part of that counsel is fine, as far as it goes.
It speaks predominantly to corporate leadership, rather than to the excellence of a particular
kind of work. Leadership in the abstract, lacking purpose in where and whom one leads, is a
questionable ambition. Of course, some jobs are

things, wake up in the middle
second in making one's own
satisfaction the primary objecof the night, throw up on you,
tive. Vocational imagination
resist the good, find your
is more richly sustained by
being embarrassing. And
considering what you do well
that is what parents might
expect of the easy ones. All
and what good can be done
of that-and more-might be
by doing it, rather than by
thinking mostly about what
part of what being a mother
to one's particular children
you want out of a job. A job
will entail. To admit this is
is an important part of life
but much less than the whole
neither to belittle parenthood
WO £ • WO~I<. AND
of it. The I-am-what-I-do
nor to overlook the pleasure
T
WI
TO
AD
in it. It is to insist that this
equation does not represent
a victory for women. A large
package, which is fully part
SHERYL SAN D B ERG
measure of one's vocation
of what one takes on when
might include tasks uncomreceiving children, is not
Knopf,
2013.
pensated or unrecognized.
well described as personal
While Sandberg commends
fulfillment. A young woman
planning her future and aiming to "choose" chilvolunteering and other undervalued uses of
women's time, she does not offer a way to value
dren does not think about the choice as that.
them beyond one's own choice.
One could argue that parenting is not as
Sandberg does not lose time arguing for or
hard as some women make it. All mothers do
against marriage, presuming agreement that a
not have to do what some mothers do. Making
life companion is nice and need not compromise
smiley-face pancakes and packing lunchbox
one's ability to pursue a career. "When it comes
notes; placing kids in clever activities; matchtime to settle down, find someone who wants an
ing school outfits to holidays; anointing every
knee scrape with antibiotic gel; watching every
equal partner:' The language is clear here. What
pencil-scratch of children's homework: these
is wanted is someone who will be fully supportive of his wife's work, who realizes that her time
are components of the phenomenon labeled
is as valuable as his. It will be a partnership of
overparenting. The label is imperfect, failing
to distinguish between doing too many extras
two equals, pursuing happiness not mostly in
sharing of lives, but through their independent
and simply doing the lot that is needed. It may
career achievements. In any case, finding a suitbe that mothers do unnecessary things, the
able spouse is not the problem. The crux of the
"Perfect Madness" Judith Warner rejects in her
work-life conundrum for women is childrearbook of that title, blaming in subtitle "mothering. Far from discouraging the combination of
hood in the age of anxiety" (Riverhead Books,

LEAN IN
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While some parents may overdo it, critics can
err in the opposite direction, implying that children basically raise themselves. Or, as economist
Bryan Caplan puts it in his breezy nature-overnurture case, Selfish Reasons to Have More Kids:
Why Being a Great Parent is Less Work and More
Fun Than You Think (Basic, 2011), parents should
ease up since most of what they teach children
does not stick anyway. I think some of it sticks.
Further, even if children reject some parental
directives, their tending, feeding, manners, and
moral instruction-to say nothing of education
or job skills-require significant gift of time
and effort. The gap between childcare and rais ing children is significant. Childcare is forced to
bear a lot of weight in arguments like Sandberg's,
as though what had to be done with children
during the workday were simply supervision,
keeping them safe and maybe busy. Much about
childrearing cannot be done during the workday,
and parents home after a long shift from work
may not have time or energy left to do it all.
Time figures into the very decision to have
children, the placement of them in the life
course. More than Sandberg acknowledges, biology, as well as choice, pushes women's decisions.
While women ought not be tyrannized by ticking biological clocks any more than time clocks,
concern over the inability to have children later
does quite reasonably prompt many to seek
motherhood first. Delaying childbearing can
raise the risk of infertility and compromise the
health of both mother and baby. There is some
irony in downplaying these risks in a culture so
keenly health-conscious as ours.
Sometimes those who write about work and
motherhood regret that women do not stick
up for each other, that they judge each other's
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And, in contrary, full-time moms-the phrase
by itself betrays mothers' pressures to justify that
life-might wonder, if income or urgency do not
explain another's job, why a working mother
puts herself and her household through the extra
trouble. It is laudable that women have educational and professional opportunities formerly
closed to them, but choice carries hardships as
well as boons. All choices are not equally good.
The fiction that all choices are open-you can be
anything you want to be-is misleading, even
paralyzing.
"Lean in" as a catchphrase is not so different
from "Be all you can be" or "Live Strong." Amen
to all that. But leaning in to corporate success
and hoping for the enjoyment of family on the
side is a smaller vision than it could be. Young
women on the rise might imagine the future in
a bigger way. First, take inventory not only of
your desires and abilities, but others' claims on
your life and time. Second, avoid defining yourself primarily in terms of your job, whether that
job is low or lofty. Third, when marrying, aim
to build together a purposeful life in common,
rather than the parallel play of boosting independent achievements. Fourth, receive children
as blessings of that union and affirmations of
embodied life, who call forth a great and unpredictable lot from both parents and who share in
family goods. Then lean way in to that. ;

Agnes R. Howard is Assistant Professor
of History at Gordon College in Wenham,
Massachusetts.

The Trash Collector
Daniel P. Ostercamp

"Surely he has borne our infirmities and carried
our diseases."

Isaiah 53:4a (NRSV)

D

URING MY SECOND CALL AS A PARISH

pastor, I was invited by the owner and
operator of the local sanitation engineering firm to come along with him on his route
collecting trash. I figured that it would be fun to
travel along for a day. After all, like any other boy
growing up, I had always looked out the window
at the "garbage men" and wondered about who
they were and where they were taking the things
my family discarded. Their calling of public service always seemed to rank right up there with
the work of police and firefighters.
My host was a man of good humor and sharp
observation. Just as in any line of work, he had
heard a number of old jokes about what he did.
One stand-by was to ask "How's business?" to
which he responded, "Well, it's picking up." For
most of the day, I rode in the cab of the truck with
him and would hop out occasionally to empty a
few plastic bins into the compactor. Other times,
I had the privilege of standing on the back ledge,
holding onto a handle and getting the full experience of the trade. A few times, I waved to a
couple of teenaged students who happened to be
in the neighborhood. They didn't seem to be as
interested in waving back or as intrigued by the
mystery of trash collection as I was.
I learned about the kinds of items that are put
into the garbage. He had seen just about everything and mostly just hoped that people would
tie their trash in plastic bags. He said that the
worst stench he experienced regularly was rotting fish in the summertime. Sometimes the job
could be discouraging, like when he occasionally
had to haul away a large stack of pornographic

magazines. Other times he might come across a
company that was dumping perfectly good inventory to make way for next year's products. He
admitted that when the local sporting goods store
left brand new fishing rods and reels in the dumpster, it was tempting to keep a few for himself.
We stopped several times at the county
transfer station to unload our haul. The truck
would be weighed, then backed into a larger
metal container before being dumped out. The
refuse would be taken to a larger facility-partly
to be burned, mostly to be buried. The sights
and smells of the station were actually somewhat plain and nondescript. Heaps and heaps
of anonymous garbage were much more boring
than actual garbage taken out of a small town or
neighborhood.
That day, I thought about several parallels
between being a pastor and being a trash collector. Each learns about their community and their
people at rather basic levels. They gain a private
knowledge that doesn't need to be shared, though
can perhaps make for some good stories "around
the campfire:' This knowledge may present itself
as being strange and uncommon, but it is actually grounded in mundane, ordinary things.
Pastors give people a chance for new beginnings and fresh starts. We serve as a means for
others to get rid of what plagues their consciences
or harms their souls. Folks need to hear the word
that Christ has come to take all of their trash, that
it no longer belongs to them. It has been removed
and banished. People are not always able to recognize the stink of sin and death for what it is, so
pastors do need to be bold to name things as they
really are. Without the true source of hope and
life, infestations of spiritual malaise and epidemics of trouble will persist.
The work of a minister begins and ends in
the dump. Just as our Lord Jesus was crucified
in the midst of filth, so the pastor also finds his
labor in the refuse pile. If wickedness and unbelief were to disappear from the world, then the
calling of the preacher would no longer be necessary. As it is, sinners will always have more
and more garbage-either hoarded within their
own homes and polluting the whole family or
brought out into public and shared through
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many different channels. A means is needed to
spirit the trash away.
The tools of a well-worn truck, a good pair of
gloves, and a sturdy back serve a trash collector
well. Innovative ideas or cutting-edge solutions
are not always so important. Similarly, the pulpit, font, and altar are the places where God has
served his people in humility and will do so until
the Kingdom arrives on the last day. A preacher
needs to step back and realize that a certain historical outline of the task exists; it doesn't need to
be reinvented for each generation.

People can be asked to ((reduce,
reuse, and recycle;' but they will
never be able to set themselves
free from their own captivity to
disobedience and decay.

People can be asked to "reduce, reuse,
and recycle;' but they will never be able to
set themselves free from their own captivity to disobedience and decay. Folks may be
able to acquire certain spiritual experiences or
insights that make them feel new and clean,
yet the realities of this world always will linger.
Trash collectors are needed to come and make
the trade that Martin Luther called the "happy
exchange" -old life for new, damnable sins for
grace and peace, the death of this world for eternallife in the Kingdom.
A few months after my trip on the garbage
truck, I brought home communion to a husband
and wife who lived in the town's senior apartments. They were longstanding members who
had not been able to worship at church that winter due to a long recovery from surgery. They
missed the opportunity to eat and drink of the
Lord's Supper and were eager for me to come to
them with this precious gift.
We visited about the happenings of the congregation. They were two of many people who
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were being lifted up for healing and strength in
the prayers of the church. We discussed church
and community members who were in times of
grief and loss. We thought about thanksgivings
and blessings too. We talked about their wonderful granddaughter who was a student in my
confirmation class. Different matters came forth
naturally and were worked into our prayers during the service.
The church bulletin, the scripture lessons,
and the main points of the sermon in the service that I performed for this couple that day all
closely followed the Sunday service of the previous week. Maybe I've adopted that practice out of
good stewardship or maybe out of ease of preparation, but the method does foster an organic
sense of relationship. The pastor, the congregation, and the people at home are not living out
isolated parts of the story, but are drawing upon
the same materials. A standard order of service
also brings some clarity and understanding to
the overarching purpose of a home visit.
I can remember having a good visit that day.
Maybe I was still reflecting upon an interesting
ride in the countryside and how it compared to
my work among the people of the town. Maybe
I was inspired to keep things simple and let the
rest of the details work themselves out. As I was
leaving the apartment, however, I was asked by
the wife to do them a favor. It was a small matter
really, but it was one I hadn't heard before from a
parishioner and wonder if I ever will again.
Drawn up in a white plastic bag and sitting
by the door was the couple's trash. They needed
someone to take it to the dumpster out back. I
would be headed in that direction on my way
home. She was a bit embarrassed to ask me, but
she went ahead and did anyway. I was surprised
at first, but then kept my bemused sense of irony
to myself as I said I'd be happy to oblige. She
added that "well, you're just like our family anywaY:'
A pastor's work does not always reflect a high
calling. The tasks at hand can be simple, helpful,
and necessary. Expectations of worthy prestige,
great accomplishments, or novel approaches to
human challenges hinder the minister's freedom
to share the Good News. The message of a new

life needs to be brought near time and again in
a down-to-earth manner. For when Christ calls
a person to himself, he takes away an old sinner that has become trash, buries it in the dump
of the grave, and brings back a forgiven person.
The Lord will keep his promise that he will be
the faithful owner and operator of a magnificent
garbage collection route from now until the day
of glory. If we have the chance to ride along in

the cab or wave from the back end, we can count
it as a blessing. t

The Reverend Daniel P. Ostercamp is pastor
of St. John 's Lutheran Church in Webster,
Sout h Dakota .

GAPS
with my mouth will I make known
Thy faithfulness to all generations.
Psalm 89:1

II

When my mouth fails,
or its sister ear closes,
look at my handsThere I palm destiny,
finger my crookedness. Or
watch my feet. They hobble
direction, sign my lifewhere I go, if I leave,
whom I love. Read
the record, and be patientuntil my mouth knows again.

I

II

Maryanne Hannan

il

Tri nity 2013

51

Given Away
Eucharistic Thoughts on Wedding Season
Liv Larson Andrews

II

I

WOULD MUCH RATHER DO A FUNERAL:'

As summer nears and clergy are invited
to preside at wedding after wedding, it is not
uncommon to hear this complaint. I first encountered it while serving my pastoral internship. I
also happened to be planning my own wedding at
the time. As I listened to colleagues share horror
stories about out-of-control brides and anxietyfilled mothers, I felt torn. I sympathized with their
annoyance over getting sidelined as a leader of the
ceremony, treated as just one of many vendors peddling wedding products and lower in rank than the
photographer. Yet I was also critical: had these faith
leaders ever stepped in to offer another, more liturgical, more Christian way of being wed? If not, did
they have a right to grumble?
Although I was a cradle Lutheran, I did not
receive direct education about Christian weddings
until I went to seminary. Youth groups and college
classes provided plenty of nurturing and encouragement regarding relationships and marriage, but
my church offered me no help in thinking about
what a wedding might look like in the eyes of the
Body of Christ. Listening to my colleagues bemoan
all the Bridezillas, I wondered if the church had
"given away" its authority over weddings and left
couples at the altar to do battle with market forces
and familial expectations.
In reality, how we got here is a complicated
tale. Marriage rituals have long been a mix of secular and sacred territory. As William H. Willimon
describes in Worship as Pastoral Care (Abingdon
1980), "Gradually, the rite of marriage moved from
the civil court to the front porch of the church to
the church itself, where it became a distinct service
of worship in the late Middle Ages:' He recognizes
that while many clergy wish the rite of marriage had
remained an entirely civic affair, the Body of Christ
holds an important formative role in performing
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weddings. "Liturgy is education:' he argues, and
a wedding marks the joining of two people as "an
act of a loving God, as representative of God's ultimate purpose in all creation, and as a joyous sign of
God's continuing love and creativity in our midst.
It is a blessing of the process of union:'
When pastoral and liturgical formation is
absent, the wedding industry gladly takes their
place. I attended many weddings as a child.
Although I did experience the sense of God's love
shown for and through the couple, only later did
I learn that the unity candle is an invention of
Hallmark. Every piece of the market -driven ritual-the unity candle, the worn-only-once bridal
gown, the endless party favors-comes with a
market-made myth as well: "Get this day right,
and everything that follows will be just as beautiful
and harmonious:' Rebecca Mead offers an excellent, investigative critique of the wedding industry
in One Perfect Day: The Selling of the American
Wedding (Penguin 2006). A vivid scene in the book
features the author going undercover to a wedding planner's banquet. She watches the guests, all
wedding planners, demolish a pinata. The pinata
is shaped like a bride, but with horns and a devilish tail. A demon bride. As they proceed to beat
her with a stick so that she'll give up her candy, they
call out names of real clients they have served. This
Bridezilla, herself a creation of the capitalist wedding industry, is punished in effigy. Mead's book is
full of such tales and lends urgency to our pastoral
task of teaching another way.
Many have begun to recognize the lie in the
market-made myth, and many creative options
exist for resistance to it. A robust Do-lt-Yourself
culture, with its return to valuing thrifty and
handmade goods, is doing battle with the more
dominant practice of hiring wedding planners
and a long line of wedding vendors. The DIY-ers

reject expensive perfection in favor of commtmitymade, local celebrations. While I heartily support
that shift in emphasis, a change in style still does
not provide the needed spiritual grounding for
the marriage rite. Our tendency toward competition can rear its head, and suddenly it can become
a who-has-the-best -vegetarian-potluck-reception
kind of scene.
My own DIY impulses were challenged by
familial values. My father's voice on the phone
was jubilant at the news of my engagement.
"Congratulations!" He continued, "I have only two
requests: that I get one dance, and that you let me
give you awaY:' My mother advised that my idea
of a potluck reception would be not only impossible to plan, but inhospitable to guests. In the end,
I was sympathetic with their perspectives. This significant transition in our lives should be celebrated
with a significant feast. Some close-knit communities kill the fatted calf to honor the importance of
two lives being joined. Letting a community lavish a couple can be a sign of God's generous love.
Determining the equivalent of the fatted calf and
being sure the thanksgiving goes to God is the
tricky part.
In a presentation at the 2012 Institute for
Liturgical Studies, Gordon Lathrop reflected on
the act of blessing a married couple by examining
blessed bread. He observed that in scripture, bread
that is called holy or blessed is often bread that is
given away. Holy bread is bread shared. The sharing of bread in worship points to the goodness and
generosity of God, and it is given away joyously
to all who are present. Prayers and blessings at
weddings, Lathrop teaches, have their root in the
prayers and blessings around the table of bread and
wine. When a pastor blesses a couple and prays for
them, she is giving them away as though they are
extensions of the Eucharistic elements. The couple
is given to the community as a sign of God's love
for the world, for the life of the world. The promises
of God are spoken over the newly married people,
tasted by the assembly through the Eucharist, and
relished with a party.
If a wedding is in the form of worship rooted
in the Eucharist, the reception can be an extension
of the Eucharistic feast and a further celebration of
God's generosity. Grounded in the story of Christ

who is given as food for all, we are able to turn away
false stories about wealth and myths of perfection.
We are called to resist the worship of wealth and to
use what we have to rejoice in God. I'm not sure this
easily translates into rules governing the details of
Christian weddings. At the very least, the church's
teaching to share in the feast of God's generosity
is a corrective against the wedding industry's to-do
lists.
Being "given away" is not what happens to
brides on the arms of their fathers, but what hap-

A wedding, finally, belongs not to
the couple or to their parents. A
wedding is a celebration belonging
to the community of faith.
pens to everything blessed and sent by the Body
of Christ: bread, wine, water, quilts, school kits,
buildings, and people. Perhaps I should have told
my father, "But Dad, you already gave me away
when you bathed me in the font and brought me
to the table of God:' Of course, daughters should
be cautious about saying such things. But vocation
and formation are the keys to offering the world
another way to wed. A wedding, finally, belongs
not to the couple or to their parents. A wedding is
a celebration belonging to the community of faith.
As we deepen our teaching of a sacramental
understanding of life, connecting the rites of baptism and Eucharist with holy matrimony, pastors
may one day feel less contrast between doing weddings and doing funerals. In the end, both rites are
about God holding us in promises too deep for us
to fathom and carrying us into a future beyond our
ability to imagine. t

Liv Larson Andrews is pastor of Salem
Lutheran Church in Spokane, Washington.
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Reviewed in this issue ...
Christian Wiman's My Bright Abyss

Love's Flowering Sorrows

M

Y BRIGHT ABYSS BY THE POET AND

essayist Christian Wiman is an absorbing, challenging book about the author's
struggles with faith, a book that presents with a
countering linguistic resourcefulness a linguistic struggle set within a more personal struggle
of self-recognition and realization .. How today
can a poet who takes words such as "faith" and
"soul" and "Christ" seriously, a poet who should
care about words most and subscribe most to
their powers of insight and transport, articulate
the struggle to experience God's presence when it
is powerfully felt? Or, at least, how can he avoid
describing the experience of belief, or conceiving
of one's own believing, in ways not false? Too often,
Wiman writes, such efforts are rendered impotent
by a religious language that fails to burn anymore,
and a secular culture indifferent to it anyway.
The problem oflanguage seems less worrisome
than the problems of limited self-awareness and a
chaotic experience of life that precludes thoughtfulness or peace: these states ultimately feel like the
book's greatest adversaries. Wiman's desired goals
seem misleadingly simple, patent but profoundly
hard to accomplish: to live well and alert to life's
"million little oblivions:' to be honest with one's
self, to avoid a "n!sume" life in which one erodes
or becomes hollowed out beneath a shell, to have
a soul open to God, and to be at peace, some way
and somehow, with ultimate meaning such as it is
in our attempts to grasp it.
What does faith mean, finally, at this late
date? I often feel that it means no more
than, and no less than, faith in life-in
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the ongoingness of it, the indestructability, some atom-by-atom intelligence
that is and isn't us, some day-by-day and
death-by-death persistence insisting on a
more-than-human hope, some tender
and terrible energy that is, for those with
the eyes to see it, love.
Wiman's overall goal, it seems, is to cultivate a
nimble, resilient faith, steering between mystical
and dogmatic extremes but feeling a proper regard
for each. It is a faith that not only has the capacity
to change as we and our circumstances inevitably
change, but whose very nature is to change so as
not to be left behind or rendered useless. Wiman
must also attempt all of this despite being-or
maybe, because of being-in the midst of love
(for the woman who would become his wife, and
later his twin daughters, and also for the God he
was improbably rediscovering after a west-Texas
childhood steeped in religion.) For seven years, he
has also lived amid the pain, fear, and mortal edge
of bone cancer. The book, in short, is a narrative of
and reflection upon these different growths.
Overall, then, My Bright Abyss meditates
on big things and the author's personal struggles to relate to them truly, or even face them
at all. In this way, Wiman's book will appeal to
readers drawn to classics of spiritual memoir
or unflinching testimony by Thomas Merton,
Dietrich Bonhoeffer, and others. And even for
readers who sometimes turn a wary eye toward
such books, there is a straight-talking, approachably self-deprecating, and most of all insightful
quality to My Bright Abyss that they will find
refreshing. Wiman's poetic gifts of precise, concrete language and imaginative metaphors most

often enable these insights, although willingness
for blunt examination is as essential. As a record
of intellectual assent, evasion, and development,
the book brought to mind C. S. Lewis's Surprised
by Joy, although Lewis is not an author cited
here. Many authors are cited though, as Wiman
is generous in sharing his readings in poetry and
theology, to the point that his book doubles as
a shorthand anthology or commonplace book,
with poems and stanzas by well-known Christian
poets (George Herbert, Gerard Manley Hopkins,
Richard Wilbur) and
some of the greatest
twentieth-century
European poets (Osip
Mandelstam, Czeslaw Milosz, Paul
Celan), along with
passages by theological thinkers (Augustine, Bonaventure,
Jiirgen Moltmann, and
George Lindbeck). It
also includes a little
testament of Wiman's
own poetry, from his
last acclaimed collection Every Riven
Thing (Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2011) and his
recent volume of Mandelstam translations (Stolen
Air: Selected Poems of Osip Mandelstam. Ecco,
2012), and even new and early-but-heretoforeunpublished poems.
As it happens, I lately taught an intensive,
month-long course on Dante, and while doing so
I was reading My Bright Abyss. For all of its high
subject matter and searing personal story, it was
a friendly, readable book that quickly provided
traction and momentum even in tandem with
teaching demands. The format was partly the
reason for this invitational quality. Its eleven chapters are divided into short entries, ranging from
anecdote and personal disclosure to theological
exploration or literary analysis following a poem.
Wiman humbly speaks late in the book of "these
little fragments;' and readers of his past prose collection, Ambition and Survival (Copper Canyon
2007), will find the format familiar.

This parallel reading also brought forward
some important Dantean elements in Wiman and
his book. Like Dante's writings, Wiman's poetry
and prose both have long been characterized by a
severity whose very expressiveness ensures that it
is never off-putting. Wiman invokes Dante directly
when arguing for a necessarily more complex,
tentative, flexible understanding of faith, belief,
and knowledge of Christ. Since we live "mutable
and messy" lives, no "fixed, mental product" misnamed as faith will do: "Christ is the only way
toward knowledge of
God, and Christ is
Mv BRIGHT ABvss:
contingency:' There
MEDITATION OF A
is much we don't
MoDERN BELIEVER
know, and to think
Christian Wiman
we know something
more than we do is
Farrar, Straus and Giroux
to risk ignorance far
2013
greater than the lim192 pages
ited knowledge we
$24.00
ought to settle for,
and the increased
Reviewed by
attention to the perception of our life and
Brett Foster
experience for which
Wh eaton College
we should strive.
Wiman's quotation
from Dante's Paradiso offers a warning against our
presumptions. There Dante the traveler learns of
the surprising presence of the Trojan Ripheus and
Roman emperor Trajan among the blessed. Dante
hears that "some who cry the name of Christ I Live
more remote from love I Than some who cry to a
void they cannot name:' Wiman is sensitive and
supportive of those who cry to a void, for he has
done so himself, and sometimes feels like he still
does so.
Continuing the comparison, Wiman's writing is at its best when he shows a confidence in
language that reminds me of Dante's increasing
use of Italian neologisms as he enters heavenly
spheres and experiences things for which he has
neither language nor, in the thread of his fiction,
adequate memory. Wiman, describing the increasing, immobilizing pain he endured as his cancer
became more aggressive, tells how the pain's effect
was "to island" him, leaving him unable to seek
Trinity 201 3

55

solace in reading or feel anything but isolated
from even loved ones around him. Dante loves
these noun-verbs, "to in-three;' "to in-where;'
"to-imparadise;' and Wiman's use of "afterimage"
likewise has a very Dantean resonance, at once bold
and super-subtle in its efforts to describe. Wiman
also exhibits a visionary's sense of increased reality that too quickly dissolves, as he describes here
a friend's faith that later in life she has lost: "Once
it seemed that love lit the world from within and
made it taken on a sacred radiance, but somehow
that fire burned through everything and now I

Wiman looks into the abyss and
may just find there a God that is
sought and loved and loving, too.

walk lost in the land of ash:'
Instead of "confidence;' perhaps I should
speak instead of a poet's authority, for in these
contemplations Wiman often displays a felicitous
shortage of confidence that allows him to speak
freely and constantly to challenge his own ideas.
"Be careful;' he writes at one point, as much to
himself writing as to us reading. This reminds me
of Dante's regular corrections, especially in that
last canticle, when what he thought he knew so
assuredly is shown in heaven's clearer light to be,
in Robert and Jean Hollander's translation, "an
abyss of error:' (There, though, Dante has simply
written "grande errore.")
Finally, there is that word, "abyss;' that Wiman
shares with Dante. Most obviously it applies to
Dante's first realm of the damned: "Are the laws
of the abyss thus broken?" asks Cato, the surprisingly chosen guardian of Mt. Purgatory, when
he first sees Virgil and Dante approach. Later in
Purgatorio, speaking more clearly than usual in
the voice of the poet, Dante addresses God and
wonders if "Your righteous eyes" are turned else-
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where, given the sad, violent, depraved state of
Italy. Or, if not turned altogether away, he further asks, "in Your abyss of contemplation I are
You preparing some mysterious good, beyond
our comprehension?" Dante's use of"abyss" there,
and the believer's complicated response to God
rendered in the word choice, reflects as well as
anything Wiman's own conflicted examination
of what he calls that necessary contingency that
faith requires and life presents. Wiman also uses
the word multiple ways, to signify his sickness; the
despair that arises at times of great pain, "an abyss
of pure meaninglessness"; the "bright abyss" that
his mind seems to be as he struggles for answers, a
place that similarly can feel "devoid of any meaning:' It is also the place where we all must reckon
with the ultimate realities of our lives. We fail to
do so at our peril, Wiman is convinced, and he
acknowledges that sometimes it takes sickness or
another terror to force the occasion. A poem that
begins and closes the book (except for one critical
difference in punctuation) makes one final usage
of "abyss" clear: "My God my bright abyss I into
which all my longing will not go" [... ] The poem
is the spirit of all of the great religious poets, and
Wiman is increasingly appearing to be among
their number. Like them, he looks into the abyss
and may just find there a God that is sought and
loved and loving, too. In the Commedia, Dante
meets Guido del Duca, who eventually tells him,
"I would rather weep than speak:' Wiman both
weeps and speaks in his new book, and it is a good
thing for him and for us. t

Brett Foster is the author of two poetry collections, The Garbage Eater (Triquarterly/
Northwestern University Press, 2011 ), and
Fall Run Road, which was awarded Finishing
Line Press's Open Chapbook Award, and has
recently appeared. He teaches Renaissance
literature and creative writing at Wheaton
College.
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The Heavenly Teacher
First published May 1959

Jaroslav Pelikan

"The Counselor, the Holy Spirit, whom the
Father will send in my name, he will teach you
all things, and bring to your remembrance all
that I have said to you."
John 14:26.

A

NYONE WHO IS ENGAGED, AS ALL OF US ARE,

in the process of teaching and study must
frequently ponder the deeper meaning
of the process. What it means to teach and what
it means to learn is a question with which we all
must deal, however superficial our answers to it
may be. A Christian university exists in order to
deal with that question from the special perspective of the Christian faith and tradition. A chapel
on the campus of a Christian university exists in
order to provide that perspective.
Now the season of the Christian year in
which we gather today is peculiarly appropriate to the consideration of what it means to
teach and to study. For the Holy Spirit, whose
coming this Pentecost season commemorates,
celebrates, and promises, is cast in the role of
the Heavenly Teacher. More even than our
Lord Jesus Christ, it is the Holy Spirit who is
said to teach God's faithful people: for our Lord
Jesus Christ carries on His teaching ministry
through the presence of the Holy Spirit among
God's faithful people. As the text says, "The
Counselor, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father
will send in my [Christ's] name, he will teach
you all things, and bring to your remembrance
all that I have said to you:' Hence we who are
engaged in the process of teaching and study
have special reason to reflect upon the power
of Pentecost.
Thus it is as a teacher and a student that I
speak to you teachers and students about that
Teacher whose students we all are. And that is

the first observation we must make about the
difference between the Heavenly Teacher and
the university professor. We can never outgrow
the Heavenly Teacher. Part of my function as
a professor is to make my students outgrow
me. Part of my temptation as a professor is to
make my students into disciples and to prevent
them from ever outgrowing me. A professor,
like a parent, must often experience the pain
of seeing his pupil grow up and not need him
anymore. Yet we know that to make you into
disciples would do violence both to you and to
us, and therefore we bid you to transcend us
and to go beyond what we have been and done.
Any teacher who does not know what I am saying would do well to consider the demonic
possibilities of the teaching process in which
he is involved.
Refusing to let you outgrow me is
demonic because there is only One from
whose fullness we have all received, grace
upon grace. When Jesus said to His disciples,
"Neither be called masters, for you have one
master, the Christ;' He was pointing them
beyond the process of teaching and growth
to the inexhaustible riches of divine wisdom
and knowledge. It is to these riches that this
Pentecost season also points us, asking us to
pause amid our teaching, research, and study
and to meditate upon the one Teacher who
is always more ready to teach than we are to
learn. From His school we can never be graduated; for that which He provides is no mere
information about a sacred history, but a participation in the primordial Rock from which we
are hewn. Professors may offer new courses, but
the Heavenly Teacher offers us a grounding in
the very Foundation of our being. That is why
we can never outgrow Him. What He gives
Trinity 2013
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us is nothing less than the life and breath of
God, without which we cannot live, much less
learn! Outgrowing the Holy Spirit would be like
outgrowing life, for He is the Lord and the
Giver of life, as the Church confesses.
Because we can never outgrow the Heavenly
Teacher, we can always expect to learn something new from Him. Jesus promises in the
text: "He will teach you all things:' The Holy
Spirit is the Ground of novelty in the Church.
He opens new vistas of experience and excitement in the Christian life. Over and over in
the history of the Church, when it seemed
that the winter would never end and that all
life in the Church had succumbed to organizational, dogmatic, or secular cold waves,
the Spirit blew over the face of the deep as
He had over the primeval chaos; and suddenly, as in the days of St. Francis, the whole
Church began to thaw under the springtime
of the Spirit. New insight into the mission of
the Church; a new dedication to the unity of
the Church; new zeal for the holiness of the
Church; new recognition of the relevance of
the Church-these and other new mornings
have dawned in a sleepy Christendom, and
continue to dawn, because the Holy Spirit is
there to teach us all things and to lead us into
all truth.
But when the Holy Spirit teaches us
something new, we discover that it is actually a deeper insight into something ancient.
The text says that the Spirit "will teach you all
things, and bring to your remembrance all that
I have said to you:' The interesting quality of
this Teacher and of His teaching is that it is, in
St. Augustine's words, "ever ancient, ever new:'
We may believe in letting bygones be bygones,
and therefore we may find ancient history quite
dull. But this ancient history, the record and
proclamation of the deeds of God in Jesus
Christ, has the power of renewing the forms in
which we try to capture it. In our Lord Jesus
Christ there dwells the fullness of God's power
and wisdom, but at no single point do we grasp
His fullness. Because the Spirit always has more
to say to us than He has already said, the hearing of the Word of God continues to produce
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happy surprises. The teaching Spirit takes us by
the hand and leads us into the garden of God,
where we continually find flowers we never
dreamt of before. The sayings and parables of
Jesus speak with a freshness to every new generation of believers, as though they had never
really spoken to anyone before.
Above all, it is the meaning of the Cross
of Christ that is "ever ancient, ever new:' The
Holy Spirit is God at work, making the Cross
of ancient history a part of our history. He
shapes our life and thought to conform it to
the pattern of the Cross. Then, when we know
that we dare not trust in ourselves, the Spirit
teaches us to find in the Christ of Good Friday
and Easter the ever new Hope of God's help
and deliverance. For the curious thing about
Christian hope for the future is that it, too,
is a dimension of Christian memory. As St.
John's First Epistle describes this dimension,
"Beloved, we are God's children now; it does
not yet appear what we shall be, but we know
that when he appears we shall be like him, for
we shall see him as he is:' The fulfillment of the
Christian future is actually the realization of
the Christian past. The Heavenly Teacher thus
gives us novelty and hope as He brings to our
remembrance all that Christ has said to us and
done for us.
So if you have learned much from your teachers and hope to learn still more from them, pay
heed to the Heavenly Teacher, who can instruct
both them and you. And if you are bored with
your teachers and persuaded that all you ever
get from them is the same old stuff, listen to the
Holy Spirit as He fashions this same old stuff
into new shapes-shapes that are still congruent with the shape of the Cross. And if you are
at the point where you are teaching more than
you are learning and are afraid that the professional grind is wearing you down or robbing
you of your intellectual substance, come to be
refreshed at the Fountain that never runs dry.
Upon this great University, then, and upon
those who teach and study here, let us invoke
the noble prayer of the Occidental Church, ever
ancient and ever new:
Veni, Creator Spiritus! f
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